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Introduction and Rationale
Forest product certification has become more important as many consumers consider the 
impact of their purchasing decisions. The retailers of many types of forest products see the 
advantage, and often the need, of offering products with “green” labeling. This is occurring 
with all types of paper and packaging, with building products, and to energy products 
produced from wood. Market access to these “green” products by wood suppliers will often 
depend on the presence of certified forests at the source of the wood. While there may not 
be a significant pricing advantage, there are obvious benefits to the industry and forest 
landowners in having a larger market for their wood production.landowners in having a larger market for their wood production.

Forest management certification programs have developed to provide a method of 
assurance to wood product markets that forest products offered are grown, harvested and 
processed consistent with sustainability criteria, specific to each certification program. 
Recently, the use of forest certification systems has increased, particularly in parts of the NE 
and the Lake States. However, southern forest owners have shown a low interest in forest 
certification. State forestry agencies in the South provide assistance to non-industrial forest 
owners and to the forest industry with utilization and marketing issues. It follows that 
state forestry agencies should also provide guidance and assistance with questions from 
landowners and the industry concerning forest certification and certified forest products. 
The purpose of this paper is to briefly describe the major certification programs, and 
highlight specific aspects of each program that might or might not work well in southern 
forest management systems. The paper also provides a matrix summarizing three major 
certification programs, a list with the status of certification program participation in each 
state, and makes suggestions of alternative strategies to help the forest community better 
understand certification issues.

Certification systems have become competitive creating a debate among consumers, 
environmentalists and forest managers about which system is best. But interestingly, both 
Dovetail Partners, Inc. and the National Association of State Foresters (NASF) say that all 
the established forest certification systems are needed. 

Dovetail states, “At their heart, it appears the FSC’s guidelines are geared to preserve 
natural systems while allowing for careful harvest, while the SFI’s guidelines are aimed at 
encouraging fiber productivity while allowing for conservation of key resources. Given the 
current trend toward uncontrolled consumption growth, both approaches are probably not 
only valuable, but also necessary.”

The NASF 2008-7 Policy Statement Forest Certification as it Contributes to Sustainable 
Forestry Practices states “While in different manners, the ATFS, FSC and SFI systems 
include the fundamental elements of credibility and make positive contributions to forest 
sustainability. Proponents of individual certification programs often promote their option 
as the best or only option. This has little to do with quality and everything to do with 
marketing and selling their program. No certification program can credibly claim to be the 
“best”, and no certification program that promotes itself as the only certification option 
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can maintain credibility. Forest ecosystems are complex and a simplistic “one size fits all” 
approach to certification cannot address all sustainability needs.

Certification is driven by the marketplace, and the marketplace has driven the development 
of certification programs at all levels of the forest products supply chain. Competition 
among certification programs produces innovation and continuous improvement in 
certification processes and on-the-ground forestry practices.”

It should be stated that no matter which system that foresters from the industry and from 
government agencies think is best, the market place (demand) is making the determination 
for the systems that are used. At this time, the majority of demand for certified lumber and 
other building products are for Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certification. Much of 
this demand is driven by the U.S. Green Building Council’s Leadership in Energy, Efficiency 
and Design (LEED) building standard. Hopefully, USDA’s push for recognition/use of green 
building systems, in addition to LEED, will allow wood from other certification systems to 
earn “green building” credits. The demand is growing in many parts of the world, especially 
Europe, for certification of a wide range of wood products from paper to bio-energy 
products. The emerging biomass markets associated with wood pellets and bio-electricity 
in the Southeast are also beginning to request some form of forest certification for their 
feedstock.  

It is apparent to the authors of this paper that forest certification is here to stay. Forestry 
agencies should not consider if they should get involved. Rather, the agencies should try to 
determine how and to what degree to become involved. 
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Types of Forest Certification

• Forest Management Certification: the most common type of certification in which the 
forest land management is evaluated against agreed upon standards of sustainability 
and/or responsible forest management. Forest Management Certification can be issued 
as Standard Certification or Group Certification.

• Standard Certification: a forest management organization or forest owner is certified   
individually and is subject to either a full audit or surveillance audits every year.

• Group Certification: a number of forest management organizations or forest owners 
are  certified collectively as one group or under one professional resource manager 
certificate holder. This structure allows for forest certification at a lower cost to 
individual landowners since only a small sample of owners’ property is audited 
annually.

• Chain of Custody: the certification system in which wood is tracked from the certified 
forest to the finished product. This certification process involves mills, manufacturers 
and retailers who purchase, use or sell certified wood. The finished product may be 
accompanied with a logo identifying the certification system or a certification claim on 
product invoices and other documentation.

 

Key Elements of Credible Forest Certification Systems

From **NASF 2008-7 Policy Statement Forest Certification as it Contributes to Sustainable 
Forestry Practices:

Credible forest certification programs include the following fundamental elements: 

1. Independent Governance – The governance body should include economic, environmental, 
and social interests and operate independently from participants and compliance verifiers 
or auditors. 

2. Multi-Stakeholder Standard – A diverse group representing forestry, wildlife, conservation, 
industry, government and academic expertise should establish an objective Standard for 
sustainable forestry with specific performance measures. 

3. Independent Certification – Certification requires verifying compliance with the Standard 
during full certification and periodic surveillance audits. This should be accomplished by 
independent, qualified, and accredited third-party auditors. Auditors should meet profes-
sional standards established by an independent accreditation body such as the American 
National Standards Institute (ANSI). 
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4. Credible Complaints & Appeals Process – There should be a clear process for credibly re-
sponding to on-the-ground compliance concerns or certification challenges. 

5. Open Participation and Transparency – Public and private sector landowners, including 
family forest owners, should have access to any forest certification program for which they 
qualify. 

It should be noted that most of these elements are satisfied by all three of the major 
certification programs.   
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Major Forest Certification Systems 

Forest managers and the forest industry in the South should examine the costs and 
benefits of each system as it applies to their own specific situation prior to investing in 
certification.  The ease (and cost) of accomplishing the management standards associated 
with certification may vary for smaller landowners (less forestland). 

The three major forest certification systems used in the United States are briefly described 
below with a reference to a website that provides the detailed standards of each system. 

A matrix has also been prepared by the authors of this report to facilitate examination and 
comparisons of the three major certification systems.  The matrix is located in Appendix A.

Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI)

SFI Inc. is an independent 501(c)(3) not-for-profit charitable organization and is solely 
responsible for maintaining, overseeing and improving the internationally recognized 
Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) program (www.sfiprogram.org). Across North 
America, more than 180 million acres (73 million hectares) are certified to the SFI forest 
management standard, making it the largest single forest standard in the world. The SFI 
chain-of-custody certification tells buyers the percentage of fiber from certified forests, 
certified sourcing and/or post-consumer recycled content. The SFI program’s unique fiber 
sourcing requirements promote responsible forest management on all suppliers’ lands. The 
SFI Inc. is governed by a three-chamber board of directors representing environmental, 
social and economic sectors equally. The SFI is North American in scope but recognized 

internationally through Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) 
endorsement.

Overview of SFI Objectives

• SFI Standard land management objectives 
1-7 provide measures for evaluating 
Program Participants’ conformance with the 
SFI 2010-2014 Standard on forest lands they 
own or control through long-term leases. 
Through these objectives, addressed in forest 
management plans, Program Participants are 
implementing sustainable forestry principles 

by employing an array of economically, environmentally and socially sound practices in 
the conservation of forests - including appropriate protection, growth, harvest and use 
of those forests - using the best scientific information available.

• SFI Standard fiber sourcing objectives 8-10 provide measures for evaluating Program 
Participants’ conformance with the SFI 2010-2014 Standard through their fiber 
sourcing programs within the United States and Canada.
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• SFI Standard fiber sourcing objectives 11-13 provide measures for evaluating Program 
Participants’ conformance with the SFI 2010-2014 Standard through their fiber 
sourcing programs outside the United States and Canada.

• SFI Standard land management and fiber sourcing objectives 14-20 provide measures 
for evaluating all Program Participants’ conformance with the SFI 2010-2014 
Standard for research, training, legal compliance, public and landowner involvement, 
management review, and continual improvement.

The SFI Standards can be found at  http://www.sfiprogram.org/.

American Tree Farm System (ATFS)

The American Tree Farm System (ATFS) is a certification program run by American Forest 
Foundation. It is a certification program for small, private, non-industrial landowners 
(family forest landowners). The Tree Farm program was initially established in 1941 to 
help small private non-industrial forest landowners with forest management on their 
properties and to encourage them to maintain forests on their properties. The Tree Farm 
program pursued and achieved approval as a group certification program under ATFS name 
in 2004. Subsequently, the ATFS program was endorsed by PEFC in August of 2008. The 
ATFS certifies contiguous parcels from 10 to 20,000 acres. According to 2011 Eligibility 
Guidance document, all properties larger than 10,000 contiguous acres currently certified 
through the state programs must undergo a third-party audit. This requirement may be 
fulfilled by joining an Independently Managed Group (IMG) or obtaining an individual 
third-party certificate by 12/31/2012. Also, properties owned by state governments 
regardless of size will have until 12/31/2012 to be recertified through an IMG or by 
obtaining an individual third-party certificate.

The ATFS Standards can be found at http://www.treefarmsystem.org/cms/pages/26_130.html

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an independent, non-governmental, not-for-profit 
organization established to promote the responsible management of the world’s forests. 
It was established in 1993 as a response to concerns over global deforestation. The FSC is 
comprised of members who have established a list of environmental, social, and economic 
standards that they feel are appropriate in managing forests.

The FSC has developed national and regional forest management and chain of custody 
standards, delivers trademark assurance and provides accreditation services to a global 
network of committed businesses, organizations and communities. The FSC certification 
provides a link between forest production, based on the FSC standards, and consumption of 
forest products by using market-based incentives.

The FSC is represented in more than 50 countries. Individual National Offices (such as 
FSC-US) have developed indicators used by auditors to determine compliance to FSC 
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principles and criteria. The broad support of environmental organizations is reflected in the 
dominance of the FSC Chain of Custody certificates around the world.

The FSC takes a unique stance against deforestation (conversion to non-forest conditions) 
and conversion of forest areas that involve the use of exotic species.

The FSC approach toward plantation management merits further discussion, as it has been 
the source of much misunderstanding. Planted forests that utilize native species and that 
capture most of the ecological components of natural forests (e.g. wildlife habitat and spe-
cies diversity) generally are not considered “plantations” in the FSC sense, despite the fact 
that they are referred to as plantations in the Southeastern U.S.. The FSC recognizes that 
planted forests can play a key role in capturing environmental and social values based on 
the choice of species and the subsequent management of these areas.  In contrast, the FSC 
recognizes the environmental challenges of forest areas converted to “sterile,” agricultural 
style, management regimes.

The FSC-US Forest Management Standard can be found at http://www.fscus.org/standards_
criteria/standards_revision_process.php

Status of Major Forest Certification Program 
Implementation in the U.S.

There are 96.9 million acres certified with at least one forest certification system in the 
United States.  This is 12.9 percent of the 751 million acres of forestland in the United 
States.  Chart 1 provides an overview and Table 1 provides detailed information on the 
status of forest certification by U.S. region and state.  

Since forest certification is normally not applied to Federal lands, the higher proportion 
of privately-owned lands in the Northeast and South results in higher implementation of 
certification in these areas.  The 
South has the most certified 
forestland at 36.4 million acres.  
However, the Northeast has the 
highest proportion of certified 
forestland at 23.8 percent 
compared to the South’s 17.0 
percent.

Specific certification systems are 
more prevalent, depending upon 
the region.  The FSC dominates 
in the NE while being a minor 
component of forest certification 
in the South and West. Over 53 



Southern Group of State Foresters 11/18/11

Page 10

percent of all ATFS acreage is in the South.  The SFI is a significant component of certified 
acres in all regions, likely in direct proportion to the size of corporate forestland ownership.  
The combination of ATFS and SFI comprises 84 million acres, or 87 percent of all certified 
forestland in the U.S.
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Forest Certification Strategies for Southern State 
Forestry Agencies

The SUM Task Force sub-committee on forest certification considered several strategies 
that state forestry agencies and other forestry organizations could choose to pursue.  These 
strategies are listed below as a “Recommended List of Strategies.” 

Recommended List of Strategies 

• Information on forest certification systems should be provided to forest landowners, 
forest consultants, other forest managers, wood suppliers and others in the forest 
industry in the form of workshops and one-on-one contact.

• Conduct workshops and/or webinars to inform state agency foresters about three 
major certification systems to include representatives from all three systems moderated 
by a neutral person. Southern Regional Extension Forester (Bill Hubbard) might be a 
good point-of-contact for either workshops or webinars.

• Promote and encourage the use of forest certification and production of certified 
forest products as voluntary and market-based through programs such as the Forest 
Stewardship Program rather than through regulatory approaches.

• Develop and provide credible scientific information to regulatory agencies relative 
to forest management and market effects, including the impacts of regulating forest 
management on privately owned forestland with certification systems. Encourage 
studies to verify this information.

• States should include certified products as a data field on state and online forest 
product directories.

• Forest certification systems should be further examined and monitored by state forestry 
agencies to maintain a knowledge base on “best fit” for various landowners and market 
types. 

• Promote the use of green building systems that encourage the use of wood products and 
which credit SFI and ATFS systems as well as FSC.

• Recognize that “verified sustainable” programs do not guarantee certified wood 
products but may fill other needs.

• Have NASF and SGSF do the primary promotion for the use of forest certification and 
the use of other green building systems mentioned above, possibly on their respective 
websites.
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Disclaimer 

With respect to information in this report, neither the Southern Group of State Foresters, 
any of the 13 states represented by the Southern Group of State Foresters, United States 
government, nor any employee of these organizations, makes any warranty, express or 
implied, including the warranties for a particular purpose, or assumes any legal liability or 
responsibility for the accuracy, completeness or usefulness of information, or represents 
that its use would not infringe privately owned rights.
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Appendix B: Definition of Terms

Certified Sourcing Label: A procurement label not a Chain of Custody (CoC) label (see 
below).

Chain of Custody (CoC): Chain-of-Custody certification is a tool used to track wood fiber 
from a certified forest, providing a link between certified forestlands and certified products. 
Through CoC certification, a company can accurately identify how much of the product 
comes from certified forestlands, non-certified lands and/or recycled content.

Clonal pine: Clonal pines are generally reproduced from a process called somatic 
embryogenesis (e.g., ArborGen describes their clonal processes at: http://www.arborgen.
us/index.php/propagation?phpMyAdmin=iPU8Ia6jISo93dPyYdigjfeIV%2C3). Loblolly pine 
seedlings that are reproduced through tissue cultures (i.e., somatic embryogenesis) are 
clones whereas those reproduced through open pollination or mass control pollination are 
not clones.

Clonal trees: Clonal trees are allowed under FSC-US Forest Management Standard under 
certain conditions and would generally be classified as P10 Plantations (see below).

Controlled Wood: An FSC term referring to evaluation system used to identify prohibited 
and/or illegally harvested sources of fiber.

Forest tree biotechnology: As commonly used, forest tree biotechnology encompasses 
structural and functional studies of genes and genomes (including development and 
application of genetic markers); various methods of vegetative reproduction such as micro 
propagation, tissue culture, somatic embryogenesis and genetic engineering (GE), which is 
the physical manipulation and asexual insertion of genes into organisms (SFI). 

Genetically modified organism (GMO): An organism that has been transformed by 
the insertion of one or more genes (called transgenes) from a different species. Genetic 
modification does not include traditional breeding or natural hybridization, i.e. GMO 
trees cannot be obtained through conventional tree breeding methods such as controlled 
pollination. In the U.S., the only GMO tree that is at advanced stages of commercial testing 
is a cold-tolerant eucalyptus. For example, ArborGen describes their work on cold-tolerant 
eucalyptus at: http://www.arborgen.us/index.php/products/product-pipeline/freeze-
tolerant-eucalyptus. Currently, the FSC does not allow any GMO trees.

Mixed Sources: Sources of fiber containing a mixture of certified, controlled, recycled, and/
or non-certified forest content (allowed mixture depends on the program). All non-certified 
forest content must meet the Controlled Wood (FSC) or Uncontroversial Sources (SFI) 
threshold.

Percentage system: A CoC system that represents a given threshold of certified content.

Principle 10 Plantations (P10 Plantations):  A Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) term 
for forest plantations that are highly regimented and made up of blocks of exotic trees 
(like Eucalyptus in the U.S.), cloned trees lacking natural genetic variation and other types 
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of forest trees that lack traits of natural forests. A P10 Plantation may consist of one or 
more of the following:  non-native species, short rotation woody crops, and/or plantations 
“sanitized” through the removal of all natural and/or competing vegetation. Designated P10 
Plantations may be certified only under certain and/or specific conditions. For example, 
20 to 25 percent of the overall tract acreage must remain in semi-natural forest state. 
Under the FSC-US Forest Management Standard, block plantings of loblolly pine clones are 
classified as P10 Plantations, but aspen clonal plantings would not automatically trigger the 
same classification. This is because loblolly pines naturally do not reproduce from roots or 
stumps (clonally) whereas aspen species do.

Uncontroversial Sources: An SFI term regarding an evaluation system used to identify 
sources of fiber which are not prohibited and/or illegally harvested.

Volume Credit: a CoC system that represents a mix of certified and controlled wood.
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