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Globally, despite the ongoing efforts of environmentalists and others, 
deforestation has continued at an alarming rate. According to the World Bank, 
between 1990 and 2016, 1.3 million square kilometres of forest (an area greater 
than South Africa) were lost.

While all efforts to reverse this trend – and ensure that only sustainably sourced 
timbers find their way into our homes and offices – are to be encouraged, it is 
also critical to identify the most effective of these.

As it stands for specifiers, assessing the sustainability of forest products 
generally amounts to checking whether they have received forest certifications 
(such as FSC and PEFC). 

The problem here is that these certifications are limited. They can’t easily be 
applied to all products, such as American Hardwoods grown in the US, where 
there is clear evidence that hardwood forests are well managed and expanding 
but where certification is challenging because management units and supply 
chains are fragmented.

So, what are the alternatives? Beyond certification, are there any emerging 
assessment methods that let you know if forest products are sustainably sourced 
and suitable for use?
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LEARNING OUTCOMES

At the end of this presentation you should be able to:

• Identify the various certifications associated with 
timber products and sustainability. 

• Outline the means by which forest certifications 
assess timber products.

• Explain why forest certification is of limited value 
when it comes to assessing U.S Hardwoods.

• Outline the ways in which sustainably managed 
forests can help maximise carbon storage.

• Identify emerging and alternative ways of assessing 
timber products.

This presentation will deliver outcomes related to the 
following Competency/s from the National Standard of 
Competency for Architects: 

Design: Project Briefing 1.2, 1.4, 1.5

Design: Conceptual Design 3.3, 3.4, 3.7

Design: Schematic Design 4.2, 4.4, 4.6

SESSION TITLE 
COMPETENCY/S

Learning outcomes are requirements for formal CPD. Please keep a copy for your records.



SPEAKERS
Rupert Oliver Sustainability Consultant, American Hardwood Export Council (AHEC)

Rupert	Oliver	is	an	independent	forest	products	consultant	and	an	internationally	recognised	
authority	on	environmental	issues,	sustainable	forest	management	and	certification.	Rupert	has	
a	degree	in	forestry	and	also	worked	for	a	number	of	years	for	the	TTF	in	the	UK,	helping	to	
coordinate	the	Forest	Forever	campaign.	Rupert	is	a	popular	speaker	at	wood	forums	and	
conferences	all	over	the	world	and	is	a	regular	contributor	to	the	AHECconvention.

George White Certification Consultant, American Hardwood Export Council (AHEC)

George	White,	currently	independent consultant	working	with	AHEC	on	development	of	new	
sustainability	verification	procedures,	also	Global	Timber	Forum	Director	(responsible	for	Projects,	
Oversight	&	Governance),	and	formerly Head	of	WWF	Global	Forest	&	Trade	Network	(GFTN	- working	in	
more	than	30	countries	with	over	300	companies	employing	over	50	staff	to	develop	FSC	certification	of	
the	forests	they	manage	or	to	apply	a	stepwise	approach	to	responsible	sourcing	of	forest	products),	
before	that	environmental	sourcing	specialist	for	leading	UK	retailer	Sainsbury's,	developing	and	
implementing	responsible	sourcing	policies	and	associated	management	processes	for	Sainsbury's,	
Shaw's	and	Homebase.
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• Globally, how big a problem is deforestation? Can you outline which 
continents or regions are doing the best (and the worst) in addressing the 
issue?

SETTING THE SCENE

Tree	cover	losses	&	gains	
from	analysis	of	Landsat	
images	2000	through	2012

• Greens	=	unchanged	
• Reds	=	losses
• Blues	=	gains
• Magenta	=	rapid	turnover	

with	both	loss	and	gain

Source:	Hansen	et	al,	2013	
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• What forest certification schemes are typically used to assess the 
sustainability of timber products? What means do they use to assess 
products?

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and Programme for the Endorsement of 
Forest Certification (PEFC) are the most well known.

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

Assessment questions are required for formal CPD. 
Please keep a copy for your records.



• Are there any environmental issues associated with forest 
products that forest certification schemes are unable to 
address? What are they?

Certification can only influence forest management where 
market incentives exist and barriers to certification are low. 
Many key issues are outside the scope of forest 
certification, including those associated with wider forest 
governance, the quality of forest resources at national and 
regional levels, choice of timber species and grades, and 
life cycle impacts such as carbon emissions, transport, 
waste management and disposal. 

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

Assessment questions are required for formal CPD. 
Please keep a copy for your records.

ASSESSING THE SUSTAINABILITY OF 
AMERICAN HARDWOOD PRODUCTS Global	forest	and	certified	forest	area	by	

major	region	in	2018	

* Dual refers to forest area certified to both FSC and PEFC. Sources: Certified forest area from 
FSC & PEFC, dual certified area  from joint FSC/PEFC report prepared annually since 2016, 
estimated in earlier years, global forest area data derived from FAO Forest Resource Assessment



• Certification works well when timber is traded in large commercial volumes, but is it 
effective where forest management units and supply chains are more fragmented? 
Why/Why not?

Existing certification systems are difficult to implement where forest management units 
and supply chains are fragmented, as in the US hardwood sector. Key obstacles are 
lack of scale economies, need to communicate and co-ordinate with millions of 
landowners, weak incentives where timber is harvested only once in a generation, 
inevitable mixing of wood from numerous individual smallholders. 

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

Assessment questions are required for formal CPD. 
Please keep a copy for your records.
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• If there’s one environmental issue bigger than deforestation, it’s clearly climate 
change. Do the well-known certifications adequately address the issue or 
carbon storage through sustainable forest management?

No. They focus on only one life cycle stage, the forestry stage, and even here do 
not explicitly require monitoring of forest carbon impacts. The simple assumption is 
that if the forest is certified the carbon impacts at that life cycle stage are neutral.  
Beyond that, certification schemes do not currently assess carbon impacts at 
other stages of the life cycle which are significantly influenced by efficient 
processing and use and the durability of products. 

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

Assessment questions are required for formal CPD. 
Please keep a copy for your records.
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• When it comes to assessing the sustainability of timber products, are there any 
alternatives to forest certification schemes?

On the forestry side, AHEC is supporting work to develop a new system to verify the 
sustainability of smallholders through systematic risk assessment combining high 
quality forest inventory and remote sensing data with analysis of forest governance 
structures. New technologies to accurately pinpoint the provenance of wood 
products are being developed to ensure system integrity. On the product side, this 
highly credible assurance of provenance including good quality data on carbon 
impacts can be fed into LCA-based certification tools like Environmental Product 
Declarations and Product Environmental Footprints.

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

Assessment questions are required for formal CPD. 
Please keep a copy for your records.
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• Do the well-known certification schemes adequately assess whether timber 
products represent a ‘deforestation’ threat?

Forest certification schemes are useful but not infallible in this respect. 
Certification is no substitute for effective forest regulation and planning at 
national and regional level. As their focus is on individual forest management 
units, the schemes do not contribute to wider reform of forest governance in 
countries where there are significant risks of illegal harvest and deforestation. 
There are well attested examples of certification failures and fraudulent use of 
certificates in regions with forest governance problems.   

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

Assessment questions are required for formal CPD. 
Please keep a copy for your records.
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