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Comments on roadmap for EU Forest Strategy. December 4, 2020 

 

The Forest Defenders Alliance (forestdefenders.eu) is an initiative to amplify voices of NGO’s working 
on forests and climate.  Thank you for the opportunity to provide input on the roadmap for the EU 
Forest Strategy.  

To be in line with the EU Green Deal and the EU Biodiversity Strategy, the post-2020 EU Forest 
Strategy for 2030 should  

- recognise conservation/strict protection of forests (non-intervention, wilderness 
management, which avoids any form of commodity harvesting) as a legitimate management 
choice 

- guarantee stronger coordination between national legislation in all relevant fields, including 
climate and biodiversity, with international commitments such as the CBD and Paris 
Agreement. National legislation should reflect these commitments 

- ensure that the future of forests in Europe is built on subsidiarity and shared responsibility 
between the EU and MSs for setting up their respective frameworks for forest-related actions 
(Court of Justice of the European Union judgment of 25 February 1999 in Joined Cases C-
164/97 and C-165/97, EU:C:1999:99) 

- recognise that the protection and conservation of forests can provide huge economic revenues, 
if correctly and ecologically utilised, and that the loss of forests means not just  loss of money, 
but functions that are impossible to  value – and that is forever! 

- provide a broader definition of “forest sector” to include economic activities beyond wood 
extraction, especially from the service and nature conservation sector, these being equally 
important based on the universally accepted definition of ecosystem services 1 (TEEB) 

- call for regular monitoring of the real impact of forestry on forest habitats across Europe 

We believe that the EU Forest Strategy should embody the following guiding principles: 

1. Climate mitigation and biodiversity values are intertwined. 

2. Forest ecosystems as natural habitats are self-sustaining, and do not require active human 
management. 

3. The higher a forest’s level of ecosystem integrity, the greater its stability, resilience, and 
resistance to threats, and the greater its climate mitigation benefit and adaptive capacity.  

It’s time to recognise that Forest as a habitat and Forestry as an economic activity are not the same. The 
EU forest strategy must be a document which offers a solution to both the biodiversity and climate 
crises – or it will simply recapitulate the same patterns and practices that are currently degrading EU 
forests.  

The roadmap for the forest strategy calls for evidence-based decision making and states that “Forests 
are hugely important for biodiversity conservation; climate change mitigation and adaptation; water 
regulation, the provision of food, medicines and materials; disaster risk reduction and control; soil stabilisation 
and erosion control; air and water purification; and as a natural home for recreation and learning .“  

It is good to see that the consultation contains language recognizing the variety of essential ecosystem 
services that forests provide and acknowledges the need for real science-based change in EU forest 
policies. However, we are concerned that such language is undermined by a close embrace of some 
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common myths about forest management and climate that, if perpetuated, will continue the trends 
that have proved so damaging to the EU’s forests so far. 

First, we are apprehensive about EU policymakers’ faith in the vague and undefined concepts of 
“sustainability” and “sustainable forest management.” In fact, one sentence in this current 
consultation uses the word three times. We went looking for a definition of “sustainability” in the 
forestry context, since this word occurs so often. One EU webpage2 defined it thus:  

"The stewardship and use of forest lands in a way and at a rate that maintains their productivity, biodiversity, 
productivity, regeneration capacity, vitality and their potential to fulfil now and in the future relevant 
ecological, economic and social functions at local, national and global levels and that does not cause damage to 
other ecosystems." 

However, we’ve yet to see an admission anywhere that forest management as it now occurs is not 
“sustainable.” Apparently, everyone defines their current forestry as sustainable. But if that is true, 
then why are EU forests in such terrible shape? The recent State of Nature in EU report from EEA found 
that only 15% of forest habitats within the Natura 2000 network is in favorable condition.  The trend is 
toward ever greater decline, which, with the recognition of the extinction debt concept, means that 
many changes may be irreversible if action is not taken immediately. Greenpeace’s study on The Future 
of Forests in the European Union3 found a huge climate mitigation potential in EU’s forests. Carbon 
removal could be doubled if the harvesting rate was reduced to 50% of new growth. The trend is 
currently going in the opposite direction, however, as forest harvesting rates rose approximate ly 20% 
between 2000 and 2018. 

 

 

Figure 1. The EU’s land sector and forest sector. Trends in carbon sequestration have decreased 
significantly in recent years. UNFCCC data.  

 

Operationally, the concept of sustainability is often taken to mean that logging is maintained at a level 
that is less than forest growth, which in the climate context means that forests continue to be a net 
carbon sink. However, it is possible for this condition to exist, but for forests to represent a smaller sink 
each year. This is the condition of the EU’s forests now (Figure 1). The forest industry claims that 
harvesting is “sustainable” but each year, the EU’s forests are increasingly degraded and store less 
carbon. 

Biomass harvesting is a particularly relevant case in point. The assumption that “sustainable” 
harvesting assures carbon neutrality of biomass burned for energy or used for materials is false.  Simply 
meeting the condition that there is some net sink still persisting for the forest under consideration, 
whether it be a single plot or the size of a country, is not sufficient to mitigate the net carbon emissions 
that occur when forest biomass is extracted.  In reality, for a condition of carbon neutrality to exist, 
there must be additionality. As the IPCC states about use of wood for energy, “If bioenergy production is 
to generate a net reduction in emissions, it must do so by offsetting those emissions through increased net 
carbon uptake of biota and soils.”4  This basic physical fact is central. European Commission staff 
themselves have previously specifically rejected the equivalence of “sustainability” and carbon 
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neutrality: “Certain forest management practices can enhance the carbon sink, but ensuring that the harvest 
level stays below the growth rate of the forest is not sufficient to ensure climate change mitigation.”5 

The same is true for claims that replacing carbon-intensive materials with wood will decrease 
emissions. A recent paper makes an important argument in this regard, essentially laying waste to the 
idea that substitution effects offer any meaningful climate mitigation.6  This paper should serve as a 
kind of litmus test – any policymaker with influence over EU forest and climate policies should be 
required to read and comprehend the paper, and if they wish to make rebutting arguments, do so in the 
analytical terms it uses. There is simply too much at stake to continue forward with vague hopes that 
somehow increasing logging and material substation will help forests and the climate. 

The consultation refers to the fact that the areal cover of EU forests has increased in recent years. While 
this is true, this increase cannot hide the problems that EU forests face. The EU’s own data and reports 
show that forest health is in decline (see earlier reference to the recent “State of Nature in the EU” 
report). Going forward, the trajectory predicted for EU forests with the Forest Reference Levels (FRLs) 
indicates this degradation is planned to continue.  We are attaching PFPI’s comments on the draft 
delegated act for the FRLs.  It seems extremely unlikely that a new trajectory for the EU’s forests can be 
set within the context of what is planned, and that much of the planning and policy-setting on forests 
in the last two years needs to be reopened and revamped.  

According to the roadmap document, the new Forest Strategy will set the policy framework to deliver 
the forests we want in the EU in the future and it will cover the whole forest cycle from effective 
afforestation, to forest preservation and restoration in Europe. This is a big claim - meeting it will 
require real change – not business as usual with a veneer of change. It is essential to the future of both 
the EU’s nature and climate that the EU Forest Strategy help improve the health of our forests and 
contribute to decreasing the logging pressure on our forests. 

If the EU Forest Strategy is to help “increase absorption of CO2, reduce the incidence and extent of forest fires 
and other climate-related pressures, contributing to the EU’s biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation and resilience, and climate neutrality objectives...in full respect of ecological principles ,” the 
document will first of all have to recognise that the terms “forest” and “forestry” are different. The 
European Parliament’s report “EU Forest Strategy - The Way Forward”7 adopted on 8 October 2020 
seems to mix the terms of forest, which means certain habitat types (see Annex 1 of the EU Habitat 
Directive), and forestry, which is only one of the many potential economic uses of forests, and one that 
does not directly benefit forests’ ecosystem services. The EU Forest Strategy must not be an EU 
Forestry Strategy. 

The roadmap document rightly prioritises meaningful protection, restoration and reforestation as a 
role for the Forest Strategy. Having said that, the new strategy needs to have a strong economic 
element that recognises the value of forests beyond the monetary value of timber. The European 
Commission and EU Member States must work together to promote practical application of payments 
for non-extractive ecosystem services. Forest ecosystems benefit all of society, helping to provide 
resilience and capacity for adaptation as the climate and environment change. Just as important or 
more important than their provision of timber and other products, forests, and especially primary 
forests, provide carbon storage (as recognised also in the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030); regulate 
and filter the water supply; regulate and buffer microclimate; provide habitat for an overwhelming 
number of species, including pollinators; and provide nature-based recreation. The EU Forest 
Strategy must recognise forests’ ecosystem services beyond providing timber, and develop 
examples of Conservation Enterprises across the EU that contribute to a true green recovery in 
the post COVID19 era and that promote the many services that forests provide (see, eg, 
https://www.aevis.org/en/nase-aktivity/vlcie-hory/). We need to recognise the importance of various 
professions linked to our forests in Europe. Ecologists, landscape planners, biologists, rangers, tour 
operators, etc…these professions should also be recognised now as experts that contribute to a forest -
based economy. The EU Forest Strategy should enable this more widely conceived forest-based 
economy to contribute to growth under the European Green Deal, including advancing the rural 
areas. 

The EP report on the EU Forest Strategy points out that “Every euro invested in bioeconomy research and 
innovation under Horizon 2020 will generate about EUR 10 in added value .” But this need not be an 
argument that applies only to extracting products. In fact, the Finnish Forestry and Park Service, 
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Metsahallitus, made a similar conclusion about non-extractive uses, concluding that national parks 
return 10 Euros to the Finnish economy for every euro invested by the Finnish taxpayer.8 The EU 
Forest Strategy must advance the concept that protection of forests and other natural habitats 
has great potential as a profitable “business,” provided that there is a system put in place to 
value ecosystem services and functions. 

The UNFCCC COP 25 in Madrid called for integrated action to prevent biodiversity loss and climate 
change, a sign that the world is increasingly looking for integrated solutions to the biodiversity and 
climate crises. The European Parliament’s World’s Forest report recognised that “in order to limit global 
warming and help tackle biodiversity loss, it is essential that forests are protected, restored and managed in such 
a way as to maximise their capacity for carbon storage and biodiversity protection .” On 10 November 2020 
the Council of the EU adopted its conclusion on Perspectives for the EU forest-related policies and EU 
forest strategy post 20209 . The document rightly calls “for a clear vision” about forests in Europe, but 
unfortunately does not provide that vision and certainly does not respond to the changing societal 
expectations from forests in tackling both the climate and biodiversity crisis. The Council conclusion 
correctly points out the challenge linked to the fragmentation of policies, but the document itself fails 
to provide a clear response to this. The EU Forest Strategy must recognise that the biodiversity 
extinction crisis and the climate breakdown are inseparable features and that forest protection  
and restoration offer a solution to both. 

Unfortunately, some elements of the quoted Council conclusion (see above) allow misinterpretation: 

- There is a serious failure to recognize the multi-dimensional ecosystem services that forests 
provide 

- It lacks reference to the importance of natural and semi-natural forest ecosystems / habitats 
within the Natura 2000 and national designated protected and conserved area networks 

- It does not recognise the MS reports based on article 17 that are summarised in the recent EEA 
State of Nature in EU report. That report concludes that one of the major threats to forest 
habitats is forestry and that only 15% of forest habitats are in favourable conservation 
condition  

- It does not recognize that national datasets about timber harvesting are still too often 
incorrect (just a few examples: the Thünen Institute found 15 Mm3 underreporting between 
1995 and 2017 in Germany; the responsible minister admitted 20 Mm3 underreporting of 
logging in Romania; the REKK found underreporting about logging in Hungary; and the 
National Forestry Accounting Plan of the Netherlands admitted underreporting about logging) 

- The document - similar to the EP EU Forests report - considers forests purely as a MS 
competence, while a judgment of the Court of Justice of the European Union in 1999 
recognised EU competence on, for instance, environmental actions in forests based on in 
Article 191 of the Treaty.10 

- The expertise of the EC DG Environment NADEG group is not recognised in the document, 
leaving expertise in forest protection out of the fields of expertise needed for forest 
management 

At the same time, the Council definitively calls for maintaining and enhancing forest biodiversity and 
ecosystem services. It also suggests developing new mechanisms for payment for ecosystem services, 
which would indeed add more value to nature conservation as a valid forest management choice. The 
UN System of Environmental Economic Accounting (SEEA 11) can be used to measure the contribution 
of natural forests to the economy and the impact of forestry as an economic activity on the 
environment, especially natural forest habitats. 

 

Below we provide a few relevant and recent references on challenges and importance of forests for 
climate and biodiversity: 

Logging pressure on forests 
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Ceccherini et al (EU Joint Research Centre) Abrupt increase in harvested forest area over Europe after 
2015, 2020 
“The total area of forests 'clear-cut' harvested in the EU in 2016-2018 was 49% higher than in 2011-
2015. In terms of total biomass harvested (measured in tonnes per hectare), this equates to a 69% 
increase. The scientists analysed satellite data to detect this abrupt and previously unreported 
increase.” 

European Environmental Agency, Forest dynamics in Europe and their ecological consequences, 2015 
Only 26 % of forest species and 15 % of the forest habitats were found to be in favourable conservation 
status. The EU-28 Member States report forest practices as one of the main causes of unfavourable and 
bad conservation status of forest habitats and species under the Habitats Directive. 

 

Carbon storage in forests 

Mayer et al, Tamm Review: Influence of forest management activities on soil organic carbon stocks: A 
knowledge synthesis, 2020 
“Removal of biomass through harvesting, herbivory or removal of residue or fuelwood reduce soil C 
stocks, in accordance with the intensity of removal.” 

Keith et al, Managing temperate forests for carbon storage: Impacts of logging versus forest protection 
on carbon stocks, 2014 
Carbon stocks in primary forests are greater than in production forests even at harvest maturity. 

 

The importance of primary / old-growth forests 

Mackey et al, Understanding the importance of primary tropical forest protection as a mitigation 
strategy, 2020 
The main mitigation benefit of forests derives from the size and longevity of their ecosystem carbon 
stocks and not the annual rate of sequestration. 

Federici, S., Lee, D. and Herold, M., Forest Mitigation: A Permanent Contribution to the Paris 
Agreement? 2017 
“To the atmosphere, avoiding emissions from deforestation and forest degradation is no different than 
avoiding emissions from fossil fuels—the atmosphere sees the same thing.” 

“Primary forests have the highest long-term average carbon stocks—and therefore their protection 
must be a priority.” 

“…compared to primary forests, the long-term average C stock of secondary forests is 25% lower and 
forest plantations is 50% lower.” 

Kümpel et al, Primary forests, biodiversity and ecosystem services, 2016 
A range of ecosystem services provide benefits from primary forests, including carbon storage, 
biodiversity and water quality. 

Stephenson et al, Rate of tree carbon accumulation increases continuously with tree size, 2014 
“Rate of carbon accumulation increases continuously with tree size” Each year a single tree that is 100 
cm in diameter adds the equivalent biomass of an entire 10-20 cm diameter tree, further underscoring 
the role of large trees 

 

The myth of substitution effects 

Leturcq, Philippe. 2020. "GHG displacement factors of harvested wood products: the myth of 
substitution."  Scientific Reports 10 (1):20752. At: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-77527-8. 

„The current option to increase forest harvesting with a view to climate change mitigation through 
substitution effects is a serious error. This does not mean that the utilization of wood produced by 
forests is not legitimate, but only that this utilization cannot be justified by reasons of mitigation of 
climate change, except in very special cases.” 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2438-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2438-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2438-y
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/forests
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/forests
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112720300268
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112720300268
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112720300268
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Apj69J1K1rv5VHDaNaoo8ikq3kOuhcAn3BBHWcf1pQo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Apj69J1K1rv5VHDaNaoo8ikq3kOuhcAn3BBHWcf1pQo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Apj69J1K1rv5VHDaNaoo8ikq3kOuhcAn3BBHWcf1pQo/edit
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-019-09891-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-019-09891-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-019-09891-4
https://www.climateandlandusealliance.org/reports/forest-mitigation-permanence/
https://www.climateandlandusealliance.org/reports/forest-mitigation-permanence/
https://www.climateandlandusealliance.org/reports/forest-mitigation-permanence/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313150421_Primary_forests_biodiversity_and_ecosystem_services
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313150421_Primary_forests_biodiversity_and_ecosystem_services
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature12914
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature12914
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-77527-8
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1 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/economics/index_en.htm 
2 https://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/raw-materials/ industr ies/forest-based/sustainable-forest-
management_en 
3 https://www.greenpeace.org/static/pl anet4-eu-unit-statel ess/dc958adf-
20201203_greenpeace_future_of_forests_in_the_eu.pdf  
4 IPCC AR5 WG III 11.13.4 GHG emission estimates of bioenergy production systems, 2014  
5 European Commission. 2016. Impact Assessment: Sustainability of Bioenergy. Accompanying the document 
Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on the promotion of the use of energy 
from renewable sources (recast). Brussels. At https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:1bdc63bd-b7e9-
11e6-9e3c-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF 
6 Leturcq, Philippe. 2020. "GHG displacement factors of harvested wood products: the myth of substitution."  
Scientific Reports 10 (1):20752. At: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598- 020-77527-8. 
7 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA -9-2020-0257_EN.html 
8 https://www.metsa.fi/en/economic-benefits-of-national-parks/ 
9 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12695-2020-REV-1/en/pdf 
10 Court of Justice of the European Union judgment of 25 February 1999 in Joined Cases C -164/97 and C-165/97, 
EU:C:1999:99 
11 https://seea.un.org/content/frequently-asked-questions 
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Comments on Draft Delegated Act for Forest Reference Levels (FRLs) 
Mary S. Booth 

Partnership for Policy Integrity 
September 14, 2020 

 
 
Please accept this feedback on the EU’s Forest Reference Levels from the Partnership for 
Policy Integrity, a US-based NGO working with allies across Europe and the world for the 
protection and restoration of natural forests.   
 
Parts of these comments are adapted from our report “Paper Tiger: Why the EU’s RED II 
biomass sustainability criteria fail forests and the climate.”1   
 
We are highly critical of the FRL’s and we believe the delegated act should be rejected 
and the forest reference level process started again. Going even further, we believe the 
LULUCF Regulation should be re-opened and reformed to better promote carbon 
sequestration in the land sector, as the Biodiversity Strategy suggests may be possible.2 If 
these FRL’s are the best projections that can come out of the LULUCF Regulation, then it 
is possible that the goals and process outlined in the Regulation is inadequate, though as 
explained below, we do not believe the FRL process has complied with even the very 
weak requirements of the Regulation.  
 
There are several problems with the FRL process and the resulting FRL’s that have been 
published in the delegated act.  
 

The FRLs do not comply with the Annex IV requirements 

The LULUCF Regulation sets the requirements for the process of developing the FRLs and 
for the conditions the FRLs are supposed to fulfil. Some of these rules are found in Annex 
IV of the Regulation.  We do not have the capability to assess the degree of compliance 
with every one of the Annex IV requirements. However we believe there is non-
compliance with important provisions, and thus the delegated act containing the 
proposed FRLs should be rejected and the process re-started.  

                                                      
1
 At http://eubiomasscase.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/RED-II-biomass-Paper-Tiger-July-6-2020.pdf  

2
 Regarding the role of biomass, the Biodiversity Strategy suggests the LULUCF Regulation may be revised: 

“To better understand and monitor the potential climate and biodiversity risks, the Commission is assessing 
the EU and global biomass supply and demand and related sustainability. As part of its increased ambition 
to protect and restore forest ecosystems, the Commission will publish the results of this work on the use of 
forest biomass for energy production by the end of 2020. This will inform the Commission’s policy-making, 
including the review and revision, where necessary, of the level of ambition of the Renewable Energy 
Directive, the Emissions Trading Scheme, and the Regulation on land use, land use change and forestry 
(LULUCF) set for 2021.” 

http://eubiomasscase.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/RED-II-biomass-Paper-Tiger-July-6-2020.pdf
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1. The FRLs are inconsistent with Paris Agreement goals as reflected in “balance” 
requirement 

The FRL’s appear to fail right out of the gate, with the first requirement in Annex IV, 
which mirrors Article 4 of the Paris Agreement3: 
 
(a) the reference level shall be consistent with the goal of achieving a balance between 
anthropogenic emissions by sources and removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in the 
second half of this century, including enhancing the potential removals by ageing forest 
stocks that may otherwise show progressively declining sinks; 
 
Current (as of 2018) land-sector CO2 uptake in the EU is capable of offsetting about 6.5% 
of emissions, meaning the EU has a long, long way to go before the existing sinks are able 
to “balance” emissions (Figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 1.  Current EU CO2e emissions and uptake in the land sector.  
 
 
Importantly, as there is no credible reason to believe that BECCS or other geoengineering 
solutions are magically going to sequester meaningful amounts of CO2 between now and 
mid-century, the precautionary principle (see box below) thus requires that policymakers 
assume that forests and to a lesser extent the rest of the land sink will continue to be the 
main carbon sink in the EU.   
 

                                                      
3
 Article 4 of the Paris Agreement:  “In order to achieve the long-term temperature goal set out in Article 2, 

Parties aim to reach global peaking of greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible, recognizing that 
peaking will take longer for developing country Parties, and to undertake rapid reductions thereafter in 
accordance with best available science, so as to achieve a balance between anthropogenic emissions by 
sources and removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in the second half of this century, on the basis of equity, 
and in the context of sustainable development and efforts to eradicate poverty.” 
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The precautionary principle in EU policymaking on the environment 
 
Article 191 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the EU sets out the rules governing 
environmental policy in the EU.  Section 2 states  
 
2. Union policy on the environment shall aim at a high level of protection taking into 
account the diversity of situations in the various regions of the Union. It shall be based on 
the precautionary principle and on the principles that preventive action should be taken, 
that environmental damage should as a priority be rectified at source and that the 
polluter should pay.  
 
The Precautionary Principle is explained in at an EU website of the same name.4  That 
page explains:  
The precautionary principle shall be informed by three specific principles: 
 
- the fullest possible scientific evaluation, the determination, as far as possible, of the 
degree of scientific uncertainty; 
- a risk evaluation and an evaluation of the potential consequences of inaction; 
- the participation of all interested parties in the study of precautionary measures, once 
the results of the scientific evaluation and/or the risk evaluation are available. 
 
In addition, the general principles of risk management remain applicable when the 
precautionary principle is invoked. These are the following five principles: 
 
- proportionality between the measures taken and the chosen level of protection; 
- non-discrimination in application of the measures; 
- consistency of the measures with similar measures already taken in similar situations or 
using similar approaches; 
- examination of the benefits and costs of action or lack of action; 
- review of the measures in the light of scientific developments. 

 
 
Even more alarming, existing carbon sinks are in trouble. Zooming in on the EU’s forest 
and land carbon sink, it is apparent the sink has been declining (becoming less negative) 
for several years (Figure 2).  
 

                                                      
4
 At https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3Al32042  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3Al32042
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Figure 2. Forest and land sector CO2 uptake in the EU.  
 
 
To counteract this trend and generate a meaningful “balance” for future EU emissions, 
even if emissions are much-diminished, forest carbon uptake would need to increase 
drastically. Instead, however, the FRLs project a continued hemorrhaging of forest carbon 
in the EU.  Figures 3 and 4 compare the FRL’s with the average CO2 uptake over 2016-
2018 in the summed categories of “forests remaining forests” plus harvested wood 
products (HWP). (These categories comprise the majority of the total forest carbon that 
is shown in Figures 1 and 2, and are what the FRL’s consider).  
 

 
 
Figure 3. FRL versus average CO2 uptake for 2016-2018 in “forests remaining forests” + 
HWP for the EU-28 as a whole.  The FRL projection (red) represents about an 11% 
decrease relative to the average CO2 uptake (green). The axis is in units of kilotonnes 
(divide by 1,000 to convert to millions of tonnes).   
 



5 
 

 
 
Figure 4. FRL levels versus average CO2 uptake for 2016-2018 for each member state, 
with qualitative gain, loss, or no change (NC) when the FRL is less than 5% different from 
the 2016-2018 average.  The axis is in units of kilotonnes (divide by 1,000 to convert to 
millions of tonnes).  
 
 
Member state projections for the 2021-2026 period5 show that collectively (Figure 3), the 
EU’s forest sink is projected to decline by 11% compared to the average forest sink from 
2016 to 2018.6 Half of member states project that management will reduce their forest 
sink relative to the 2016-2018 average, and the majority of these plan to reduce their 
sink by 20% or more (Figure 4). This loss in the sink is partially a function of harvesting, 

                                                      
5
 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/forests/lulucf/docs/frl_proposed_by_ms_en.pdf  

6
 Data on the 2016-2018 forest sink was obtained at https://unfccc.int/ghg-inventories-annex-i-

parties/2020, using common reporting format for the UNFCCC to obtain data on the categories of “forest 
land remaining forest land” and “harvested wood products” but not “land converted to forest land.” 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/forests/lulucf/docs/frl_proposed_by_ms_en.pdf
https://unfccc.int/ghg-inventories-annex-i-parties/2020
https://unfccc.int/ghg-inventories-annex-i-parties/2020
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partially a function of the EU’s heavily managed forests aging and slowing their carbon 
sequestration, and partially a function of climate, pest, and pathogen stress, all of which 
are common in low biodiversity forests managed for wood products. In contrast, natural 
and biodiverse forests can continue as carbon sinks for decades to centuries longer, 7 and 
show greater resistance to stressors. The degradation of the EU’s forest carbon sink just 
when it is most needed for climate mitigation is an alarming indictment of how forests 
have been managed in recent decades, and a flashing red warning light that forests need 
to be restored and re-naturalized to both store more carbon and help restore 
biodiversity.  
 
There is no way that continued loss of forest carbon uptake as projected by the FRLs will 
be reversed in a meaningful way by “mid-century” as called for in the Paris Agreement. 
We feel fairly certain that EU policymakers involved in formulating and approving the 
FRL’s did not conduct modeling to demonstrate that these losses can be reversed and 
forests can suddenly start to act as robust carbon sink by mid-century. Instead, it looks 
like they simply checked the box for this requirement.  
 
Meanwhile it is important to keep in mind, as communicated by Giacomo Grassi, an 
architect of the FRL approach,8 that the uncertainty around biomass C stock change can 
be very large - 15-30% as order of magnitude in most cases, because the C flux typically 
reflects a small difference between big numbers. Uncertainty is even greater for other C 
pools, especially soil.9 Thus none of these numbers should be taken as “real,” and, since 
emissions are never fully accounted, the sequestration estimates should be assumed to 
be optimistic. Again, this calls for robust application of the precautionary principle.  
 
 

2. The FRL approach does not properly account for emissions and removals from bioenergy 

In the RED II, biomass is treated as having zero emissions in the energy sector. As we 
demonstrate in the Paper Tiger report, the RED never fully explains the rationale for this, 
but one of the justifications sometimes invoked is that bioenergy emissions are counted 
in the land sector. Apparently, Annex IV of the LULUCF Regulation is where this 
requirement resides:  
 

                                                      
7
 Lutz, James A., et al. 2018. "Global importance of large‐diameter trees." Global Ecology and Biogeography 

0 (0):1 - 16. At https://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs_journals/2018/rmrs_2018_lutz_j001.pdf. Luyssaert, 
Sebastiaan, et al. 2008. "Old-growth forests as global carbon sinks." Nature 455:213. At 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42089659_Old-
growth_forests_as_global_carbon_sinks_Nature; 
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature07276#supplementary-information. 
8
 Grassi, Giacomo, et al. 2018. "Science-based approach for credible accounting of mitigation in managed 

forests."  Carbon Balance and Management 13 (1):8. doi: 10.1186/s13021-018-0096-2. 
9
 Giacomo Grassi, pers. comm.  

https://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs_journals/2018/rmrs_2018_lutz_j001.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42089659_Old-growth_forests_as_global_carbon_sinks_Nature
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42089659_Old-growth_forests_as_global_carbon_sinks_Nature
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature07276#supplementary-information
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 (c) the reference level should ensure a robust and credible accounting system that 
ensures that emissions and removals resulting from biomass use are properly accounted 
for; 
 
At best, a credible accounting system that accurately tracked land sector carbon would 
show that burning biomass to “reduce” emissions in the energy sector is simply robbing 
Peter to pay Paul. Accurate and transparent accounting would demonstrate there is no 
reduction in emissions because the carbon is disappearing out of the land sector (and this 
does not make it “carbon neutral” in the energy sector – quite the opposite).  
 
However, the FRL approach used does not even ensure this minimum level of credible 
accounting, because it does not fully value forest carbon loss due to logging for biomass.  
This is due to three main reasons.  
 

The FRL’s subsume existing harvesting  
First, forest biomass use in the EU increased more than 70 percent10 from 2000 – 2009, 
and member state FRL baselines, which are an extrapolation of the forest sink based on 
forestry practices in this period, “bake in” this harvesting and do not register it as an 
emission. Accordingly, even if it is working optimally, the FRL approach is only capable of 
revealing impacts of additional logging above what is already accounted for in the 
baseline.  Accordingly, condition (c) in Annex IV is not met.  
 
This issue of how the baseline is crafted, and the intent of the Regulation to not penalize 
continuation of existing practices of forestry, is a foundational flaw in the EU’s entire 
approach to mitigating climate change with action in the land sector. The desired 
outcome, as expressed in the FRL level of forest carbon sequestration toward which the 
member states are managing, is based on previous practices from 2000 – 2009, a period 
prior to EU policy taking climate change seriously. It’s as if the EU set a 2021 – 2026 goal 
for fossil fuel CO2 emissions based on projecting economic activity forward from 2000-
2009, and accepted this as adequate.  If the EU wants to take climate mitigation 
seriously, it must develop a climate policy that includes extremely ambitious goals for 
preserving, conserving, and restoring natural forests. The Biodiversity Strategy is a first 
step in the right direction, but the goals of the Biodiversity Strategy are directly 
undermined by the FRL targets.  
 

Carbon loss that occurs “below” the FRL is not counted 
Second, the Regulation differentially values forest carbon loss depending on the strength 
of the forest carbon sink relative to the baseline. A forest carbon sink that is stronger 
than the baseline (meaning more negative) can be reduced (made less negative) through 
harvesting to generate “zero emissions” biomass without generating a penalty (whereas 

                                                      
10

 Eurostat data on indigenous production of fuelwood, wood residues and byproducts (units terajoules; 
dataset “Supply, transformation and consumption of renewables and wastes [nrg_cb_rw]”) 
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if the harvested wood were converted to wood products, that portion of the carbon 
would continue to be counted as contributing to the carbon sink). Only if harvesting is so 
intense that a member state’s net forest carbon sink fails to meet the FRL baseline will 
this loss in the forest carbon sink generate a debit under the Regulation, requiring 
member states to compensate by reducing emissions elsewhere.  
 
Any debit penalty imposed at the member state level will occur long after governments 
have paid out potentially billions in renewable energy subsidies that support companies 
logging and burning forest wood.  This problem of dueling incentives was noted in the 
European Commission’s 2016 sustainability impact study, which observed, 
 
“Accounting for biogenic emissions in the LULUCF sector could reduce the incentives for 
harvesting certain types of forest biomass for energy that would reduce the forest sink. 
This phenomenon is difficult to assess, as it will largely depend on the degree to which the 
negative impact of the harvest on national greenhouse gas inventories will be passed on 
to operators, and how these would counterbalance positive incentives (e.g. the additional 
income from the sale of biomass for energy).”11 
 

Member state FRL baselines project a massive decline in forest carbon uptake 
Third, as noted above, member state FRL baselines project significant losses of the forest 
carbon sink that amount to a more than 11% loss in forest carbon uptake at the EU level 
compared to the 2016-2018 average, and some states will lose much more. Because 
member states are managing toward such weak targets, this greatly increases the 
amount of biomass available for harvest without creating a debit.  
 
 

3. It unlikely the ratio of solid and energy use of wood has not changed since the baseline 
period 

Provision (e) of Annex IV states 

(e) a constant ratio between solid and energy use of forest biomass as documented in the 
period from 2000 to 2009 shall be assumed;  

Production of traditional wood products for material use has mostly held steady since 
1990,12 and Eurostat data on total wood harvesting13 shows a 14% increase from 2000 – 

                                                      
11

 European Commission. 2016. Impact Assessment: Sustainability of Bioenergy. Accompanying the 
document Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on the promotion of the 
use of energy from renewable sources (recast). Brussels. At https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:1bdc63bd-b7e9-11e6-9e3c-
01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF 
12

 Camia, A., et al. 2018. Biomass production, supply, uses and flows in the European Union Ispra, Italy: 
Joint Research Centre. 
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC109869/jrc109869_biomass_report_final2p
df2.pdf. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:1bdc63bd-b7e9-11e6-9e3c-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:1bdc63bd-b7e9-11e6-9e3c-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:1bdc63bd-b7e9-11e6-9e3c-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
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2017.  Yet over that same 2000 – 2017 period, energy generation from wood increased 
more than 100%.14  We are not familiar with how the ratio of energy to material use is 
calculated, as this is not specified in the Regulation, but it seems highly unlikely that the 
ratio is currently the same as it was over the 2000 – 2009 period, particularly given that 
some countries have seen a much bigger surge in use of wood for energy than others.  
Claiming this condition is met is just one more example of how the FRL approach is a 
house of cards.  
 

4. The FRL’s are inconsistent with sustainable use of natural resources 

The last element of Annex IV we want to comment on is item (f): 

(f) the reference level should be consistent with the objective of contributing to the 
conservation of biodiversity and the sustainable use of natural resources, as set out in the 
EU forest strategy, Member States’ national forest policies, and the EU biodiversity 
strategy;  
 
We don’t have the time here to outline all the ways the FRL’s are inconsistent with these 
goals. However, to point out the obvious:  how can it possibly be considered “consistent 
with sustainable use of natural resources” or compatible in any way with the Biodiversity 
Strategy, which aims to preserve ecosystems, to project massive loss and sometimes 
even total obliteration of the forest carbon sink? Looking closely at Figure 4, there are 
many member states that project such losses, among them Bulgaria, Denmark (no forest 
carbon sink to begin with), Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Poland, 
Romania, and Sweden. Most of the remaining countries show smaller losses or at best 
inadequate ambition. This roster of shame projects intense logging and the accelerating 
loss of old natural forests with replacement by plantations, the opposite of what is called 
for under the Biodiversity Strategy.  Capping this off, these catastrophic FRL’s show the 
EU is not taking climate mitigation at all seriously, since the degradation of forests from 
greater logging combined with the climate impacts of the EU’s inevitable failure to 
mitigate climate change will mean the EU’s natural forests and the thousands of plant 
and animal species inhabiting them will be put in profound jeopardy.   
 
To summarize compliance with the Annex IV conditions evaluated here:  

Provision a: Consistent with balancing sources and sinks by mid-century: FAIL 

Provision c: Properly account for emissions from bioenergy: FAIL 

Provision e: Credibly assume ratio of energy to material use has not changed: FAIL 

Provision f: Be consistent with biodiversity conservation, sustainable resource use: FAIL 

 

                                                                                                                                                              
13

 Eurostat data on “Roundwood, fuelwood and other basic products” [for_basic]. 
14

 Eurostat data on Indigenous production ( “Supply, transformation and consumption of renewables and 
wastes [nrg_cb_rw]”) 
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The European Green Deal requires that all EU legislative proposals and delegated acts 
include a specific section explaining how each initiative lives up to a green oath to “do no 
harm.” The Commission invites stakeholders to “identify problematic cases.”15 Please 
start here. The EU should throw out these FRL’s and start over with a new process that 
actually puts forests and climate first. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment. 
 
Mary S. Booth, PhD 
Director, Partnership for Policy Integrity 

                                                      
15

 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2

