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Forests in the EU’s Long-term
climate strategy

❛❛

The reason why forests are
such an essential piece of
the puzzle is that each year
forests in the EU remove
over 300,000,000 metric
tonnes (300 Megatonnes
(Mt)) of carbon dioxide
(equivalent to taking more
than 53 million cars off the
road).

Thirty-eight per cent of the European Union (EU) is covered by forests. They
contribute to life and well-being, give children a place to play and dream,
and parents a place to walk and talk. They contribute to Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) and yield valuable timber for buildings, art, furniture and
more. They are homes to bugs, birds and plants too numerous to count.
In the EU’s “long-term strategic vision for a prosperous, modern, competitive and climate
neutral economy” – also called the long-term climate strategy (LTS) – forests’ primary role
is considered to be as a feedstock for energy production – replacing coal and gas.
The strategy therefore focuses on intensifying the burning of wood for energy and
planting fast growing monoculture tree plantations. Such a strategy shows a simplified
understanding of forests and the forest economy, which would encourage the sort of
forest management that badly impacts on the climate, people and wildlife. It ignores
the role forests already play in removing carbon dioxide from the air, and ignores the
industries working to replace energy-intensive products such as steel and concrete with
high-quality wood.
But it is not just local communities, non-governmental organisations, environmentalists
and businesses that rely on wood that are concerned. Hundreds of scientists have taken
the unusual step of writing to the EU warning that bioenergy is worsening, rather than
reversing, climate change. In 2015 alone, an area of forest three and a half times the
size of Poland’s Białowieża National Park was burned for energy. The LTS as presently
described could make matters worse.
This briefing reveals the likely impacts of the LTS between now and 2050, and
provides recommendations for how it could meet climate goals and protect and
restore forests for future generations.

A high conservation value forest
in Dalarna (Sweden). The dead
wood littered around is a vital
habitat for endangered species.
Photo: Robert Svensson.
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What the LTS proposes
In the LTS, the Commission proposes eight possible scenarios
for future carbon dioxide emissions and removals. The
majority would help meet the Paris Climate Agreement
goal of keeping average global temperature rises below
2 degrees, but only two would deliver the stronger aim
of lowering “the temperature increase even further to
1.5 degrees”. Forests plat a key role in all scenarios, but
most heavily relied upon in the two scenarios that aim to
limit warming to 1.5° Celsius – respectively 1.5° Technical
(1.5TECH) and 1.5 Sustainable Lifestyles (1.5LIFE) scenarios.
The reason why forests are such an essential piece of the
puzzle is that each year forests in the EU remove over
300,000,000 metric tonnes (300 Megatonnes (Mt)) of carbon
dioxide (equivalent to taking more than 53 million cars off
the road). Most scenarios show a major decline from that
300Mt level, lowering forests’ ability to absorb carbon (shown
in striped green in Figure 91, below).

replacing coal and gas. Yet, we already need forests for
their carbon sequestration potential. With so many sectors
vying to use more wood, there simply won’t be enough raw
material to satisfy demand, let alone sustainably.
The most damaging of all these potential uses is the burning
of trees for power, and yet the LTS accepts the faulty premise
the energy should be the focus of the bioeconomy. All
scenarios rely on substantial use of biomass for energy –
ranging from 190 Mt of oil equivalent (Mtoe) to just over
250 Mtoe. The higher range would require us to more than
double the amount of bioenergy consumed in the energy
sector in 2016.
Despite scientists pointing out that burning wood for energy
is inefficient, 42 per cent of timber extracted from EU forests
already goes to energy generation. This has a double climate
impact as the cutting of forests reduces the carbon sink
and the burning of wood releases carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere.

This holds several risks:
1. Increasing imports: The LTS assumes that biomass will
be mainly produced domestically, with only 4-6 per cent
coming from outside the EU by 2050. It is hard to see how
this scenario would come about, given that the EU currently
has no policies capping biomass imports. The EU is already
the largest importer of wood pellets (see map below) and
imports are likely to grow as long as the EU incentivises
bioenergy. None of the scenarios consider the climate
impacts of importing biomass.

Only the 1.5° scenarios maintain the forests’ ability to remove
and store carbon, but in two very different ways. Scenario
1.5TECH relies heavily on bioenergy with carbon capture and
storage (BECCS), a technology riddled with environmental
risks and technological barriers. An additional scenario
called 1.5LIFE-LB (for Low Biomass) was included to show
the implication on the carbon sink of lowering biomass
requirements. Nevertheless, even this scenario assumes a
higher use of biomass than in 2016.

Bioenergy: the black sheep of the
bioeconomy
Just as forests deliver multiple uses, for the climate, wildlife,
health, etc., so wood can be used in a wide variety of ways.
The LTS foresees it both replacing carbon intensive products
like cement and plastic, as well as an energy substitute
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Short rotation coppice for bioenergy
production
Short Rotation Coppice (SRC) refers fast-growing
tree species, such as willows (see image) and
poplars, with harvest cycles in short 2-6 year
periods. Their management resembles agricultural
practices more than forestry, and commercial
plantations can achieve high biomass yields –
making it attractive for bioenergy.
Studies from the United States of America and
Sweden found that bird abundance (a marker of
biodiversity) was lower in SRCs than on the edge
of forest ecosystems. A large-scale shift to SRC
plantations could have hugely detrimental impacts
if they were to replace old-growth forests or other
areas of high ecological diversity.

2. Increasing pressure on wildlife: The EU Renewable
Energy Directive is the most important EU legislation related
to bioenergy, but it has weak criteria which rely on vague
notions of sustainable forest management, which do
little to stop intensification of harvesting from existing
forests. Whilst the Renewable Energy Directive has been in
place, wood coming directly from the forest for bioenergy
has increased by 24 per cent. More demand for wood, is
therefore likely to lead to natural forests being converted into
plantations, with projections assuming 50% of forested areas
converted to faster growing plantations by 2065.
3. Increasing emissions: One of the excuses given for
having weak criteria under the Renewable Energy Directive
is the false assumption that bioenergy would be monitored
as part of another EU policy – the Land Use, Land Use
Change and Forestry (LULUCF) rules. Unfortunately, these
rules are also weak and complex, and fail to properly count
emissions from bioenergy. The planned mobilisation of
wood for energy means that almost every EU Member State
foresees a massive reduction in their forests’ ability to remove
and store carbon in the coming decades.

The limits of the bioeconomy
The LTS is underpinned by a European Commission staff
working document, which notes that even full usage of forest
and agricultural waste (branches, un-merchantable wood,
husks, etc.) would not be satisfy EU demand for bioenergy.

This means it would be necessary to start logging whole trees
or importing more wood specifically for bioenergy. Beyond
the devastating effects this would have on forests, this would
mean bioenergy would compete with more sustainable
wood products like building materials and flooring.
There is not yet a clear vision on how to best use a
constrained amount of wood, and settlements, bioenergy
and bio-based products all exert pressures on forests. The
long-term strategy notes that all potential bio-solutions
require land. But as of yet, the strategy does not outline
how to best use the available biomass and land without
damaging biodiversity and essential environmental services.
Incentives are currently favoring its most inefficient use –
burning for energy.

The risks involved in afforestation
To deal with the above noted risks of increased forest
harvesting, most LTS scenarios show bioenergy coupled
with large-scale afforestation (the planting of trees on land
that was not previously forested). But afforestation has its
own risks. As the LTS notes – afforestation is constrained by
land availability, can have harmful environmental impacts
if implemented poorly, and could drive indirect land use
change, both in the EU and third countries.
History sadly proves that these risks are real. In relative
terms, the Republic of Ireland holds the EU record for the
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largest expansions in wooded area. Criticism of Ireland’s
afforestation strategy – which has resulted in vast areas of
non-native Sitka spruce plantations blanketing the Irish
countryside – has become increasingly vocal. Local people
are upset that plantations are fragmenting communities
and farmland, and environmentalists warn of the negative
environmental impacts to wet grassland and peatlands
(which are themselves important carbon sinks if left in their
natural state). There are similar concerns about Portugal’s
planting of Eucalyptus plantations; this is a politically hot
topic as the deadly forest fires that struck the country in 2017
started in such plantations.
Despite concerns about land availability for planting trees,
the LTS envisages bioenergy demand leading to more short
rotation coppice. If old-growth forests were converted
into unsustainable plantations, the result would be clear
biodiversity impacts (see box on previous page), and if
plantations were grown on farming land, they would directly
compete with food production.

Protecting what we’ve got
The sustainability of EU forestry is often defined as whether
harvests are less than the growing wood stock. This indicator
is indeed a warning sign of serious overharvesting, but even
before reaching those extremes, forests can by degraded,
thereby reducing their ability to support biodiversity. For
example, relatively small-scale logging in primary forests can
make them more susceptible to climate impacts like forest fires.
The eight LTS scenarios only look at the impacts of
expanding or shrinking the total forest area. But they need
to consider the quality of forests too. EU forests are already
a patchwork of healthy forests and areas that have been
degraded. Degraded land under-performs in all metrics of
sustainability – it absorbs less carbon, is less biodiverse, and
cannot effectively deliver water and soil quality, negatively
impacting surrounding agricultural production.
Landscape restoration aims to return ecological integrity to
lands that have suffered habitat loss, overexploitation, or
climate impacts. In areas like the Mediterranean, the amount
of products produced on the land exceeds the capacity of the

land to produce, an imbalance that has been growing since
the 1960s, leading to land degradation and seasonal overuse
of water. Restoration is therefore clearly needed, but this
will require policy support, as it will not necessarily generate
short-term profits.

Recommendations
If the LTS is to promote a safe, biodiverse and low-cost
transition to a low-carbon society, how we use our land and
forests to get there is as important as the target. A successful
long-term strategy should:
1. Remove incentives for inefficient use of wood: burning
wood for energy, rather than using it for longer lived
products, will damage forests and reduce the benefits that
a truly sustainable bioeconomy could provide.
2. Encourage further research into the competing
demands of the bioeconomy: There is a limited amount of
wood available, and It is likely that increased amounts of
wood will be required for construction, bio-based plastics,
and wood-based textiles. Each industry’s demands must
be defined so as to ensure an informed discussion on
policies that incentivise only the most climate friendly and
environmentally-efficient options.
3. Prioritise forest restoration: Restoring forests helps
solve multiple social and environmental crises, including
climate change, biodiversity loss, land scarcity, and natural
disasters like flooding and fires. A bio-based society
must also deliver healthy forests which benefit rural
communities.

Further reading
Protect and restore: How forests can help the EU tackle
climate change: https://fern.org/ProtectAndRestore
Missing Pathways to 1.5°C: The role of the land sector in
ambitious climate action: https://fern.org/missingpathways
What impact has the Renewable Energy Directive had on EU
forests?: https://fern.org/REDimpact
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