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About Fern
Forests are essential to life on earth: more than 1.6 billion people rely on them for their livelihoods, they’re
critical in the fight against climate change, they maintain biodiversity, and protect land and water.
Yet the threats against them continue to multiply.
Around the world forests are being plundered for timber, including bioenergy, and cleared to make way for
agriculture, mines and infrastructure.
Fern works to protect forests and respect the rights of forest communities.
We identify the threats facing the world’s forests and people, and work with affected peoples, social and
environmental organisations and policy makers to devise and deliver solutions.
Our purpose, as a European NGO, is to address the root causes of this forest destruction from a European
perspective. The EU’s pivotal role in global trade and aid means it has immense influence on the world’s forests
and the peoples who depend on them.
Our close work with partners in the Global South and Europe shapes and drives our campaigns and is vital to
bring about lasting change on the ground.
Fern makes decisions by consensus and all our campaigns are built in close collaboration with social and
environmental organisations and movements across the world.
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Our team
Céline Bernard: Partner Finance Officer
Julia Christian: Forest Governance Campaigner, West
Africa
Lindsay Duffield: Communications Coordinator
Tom Espley: Finance and Administration Manager
(outgoing)
Perrine Fournier: Forest Governance Campaigner,
South East Asia
Mark Gregory: Finance and Trade Campaigner
(outgoing)
Marie-Ange Kalenga: Forest Governance Campaigner,
Congo Basin
Raphael Koenig: Finance and Administration Manager
(incoming)
Rudi Kohnert: Forest Governance Campaigner, South
East Asia
Hannah Mowat: Forests and Climate Campaigner
Mark Olden: Press Adviser
Saskia Ozinga: Campaign Coordinator
Julie Painting: UK Office Administrator
Nicole Polsterer: Sustainable Consumption and
Production Campaigner
Roy Probert: Communications Manager (outgoing)
Emilie van Strydonck: Campaign Assistant
Indra Van Gisbergen: Forest Governance Campaigner,
Congo Basin

Fern’s staff and board

Viviane Vandemeulebrouke: Finance Officer
Richard Wainwright: Communications Manager (on
sabbatical for part of the year)
Linde Zuidema: Bioenergy Campaigner

Our board
Ramy Bulan: specialist in law and indigenous issues –
Malaysia
David Kaimowitz: specialist in forest politics,
economics and community rights – Nicaragua
Jacques Lauruol: specialist in financial issues and
financial training – UK
Elisa Peter: specialist in forest politics and UN
institutions – UK
Fred Pearce: specialist in communications, climate
change and land grabs – UK
Silas Kpanan’Ayoung Siakor: specialist in community
and human rights and natural resource management
– Liberia
Flip van Helden: specialist in forest governance and
EU relations – Netherlands
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Welcome
It’s been a year of political earthquakes.
The UK voted to leave the European Union. The US
President says that climate change is a Chinese hoax
and is rolling back years of hard-won environmental
laws. And we’ve supposedly entered the post-truth
age, where ‘alternative facts’ streamed via social media
are the main news source for millions.
Given that Fern is an organisation that relies on
scrupulous evidence to challenge injustices and
change policies, and which believes that international
cooperation is essential to tackling the greatest
challenges of our age – including illegal deforestation
and land rights abuses – what do these upheavals
mean for us and our work?
Take Brexit first. While its impact will unfold over
decades, some of its likely consequences were
examined by our campaign coordinator Saskia Ozinga
in the referendum’s immediate aftermath.
The UK has been the driving force behind the EU’s
pioneering scheme to combat illegal logging, the
Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade
(FLEGT) Action Plan, so it’s vital that others in the EU
are committed to a programme whose potential is at
last being realised.
From the UK’s perspective, it’s also essential that
the raft of EU directives which have brought untold
benefits to the environment and nature aren’t
discarded in the wake of leaving the EU.
As well as safeguarding policies that work, however,
the UK’s impending EU exit could be a chance to
dispense with those which don’t.
The UK has been at the heart of the EU’s aggressive
trade agenda, in which power has been transferred
from governments to companies, as well as a strong
advocate for financial deregulation. Both these things
– directly or indirectly – have helped fuel land grabs
and deforestation in the global South, and should be
reversed.

change denier – reverberated through the wider
environmental movement. To some it signals the death
of the hopes raised in Paris in 2015, when 200 nations
pledged to limit global warming to “well below two
degrees Celsius – and preferably 1.5 degrees”. More
optimistically, others see it as potentially galvanising
the rest of the world to intensify its efforts against
global warming.
Both Brexit and the US election result have been
linked to the rise of a post-truth world, where people
have their own facts, largely received through the
‘filter bubble’ of the internet. Fortunately, the backlash
against this is now underway.
Away from tumultuous global events, there were some
significant milestones in our campaigns in 2016.
In May, the European Commission published its
independent review of FLEGT, declaring it “fully
relevant… innovative, comprehensive and futureproof” while also maintaining that it has “not been
implemented in a sufficiently balanced manner”. As
we said at the time, the review should be a catalyst
for strengthening FLEGT, which remains the EU’s best
policy ever on tropical forests. The European Council
showed their agreement by committing the EU to
FLEGT’s future.
Commercial agriculture is now the biggest driver of
illegal deforestation, and our campaign for the EU
to tackle its significant role in it has gathered pace.
Largely because of concerted pressure from us and a
growing NGO coalition, an EU Action Plan to Protect
Forests and Respect Rights has gained support in
the Commission, the European Parliament and key
Member States, with a feasibility study currently being
undertaken.
As the world edges closer to breaching the two
degrees global warming target of Paris, forests – which
absorb carbon dioxide when they live and release it
when they die – have become increasingly important
in battling climate change.

For Fern, with offices in Brussels and the UK, staff
members drawn from across Member States, and so
much of our work focussed on EU policies, Brexit also
poses serious organisational questions – including a
reappraisal of our remit and office locations. We have
been working through our response, which will be
made clear in the coming months.

Accounting for carbon emissions from the land and
forests sector, otherwise known as LULUCF,1 is often
overlooked outside of narrow policy debates because
of its Byzantine complexity. Our work drew wider
attention for the first time to the huge ramifications
that decision-making in this area has for the climate
and forests.

The year’s other seismic political event – the election
to the White House of an unabashed climate

1	The acronym stands for Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry. See: http://unfccc.int/
land_use_and_climate_change/lulucf/items/1084.php
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Banksy does Brexit

As a result of a relentless campaign, which attracted
unprecedented publicity for the topic, the Commission
published a proposal in July on LULUCF’s role in the
EU’s climate effort, setting out emissions’ accounting
rules for EU Members between 2021 and 2030. Though
deficient in some respects, these were much more
rigorous than before.
We also produced significant work on negative
emissions, which refers to the removal of carbon from
the atmosphere, and the role that forests can play in
achieving it; while also taking on the International
Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) over its plans to use
forests to claim to offset carbon emissions from flights.
Our short film on the issue had 100,000 views in a week.
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Finally, the tide of public opinion is starting to turn on
one of the EU’s most destructive policies: the industrial
burning of wood for energy. A recheck for creating
a sustainable energy supply is doing the opposite
and Fern is receiving increasing recognition for our
expertise in the field.
Some of our arguments are starting to resonate with
policymakers: in November, for instance, the European
Commission proposed stopping subsidies to the hugely
inefficient large-scale electricity plants which burn
biomass.
In the following pages, our successes – as well as the
challenges before us – are outlined in greater detail.

Consumption
Momentum is finally building to end one of the EU’s
biggest under-reported scandals.
Every year Europeans consume millions of tonnes of
agricultural goods which are tainted by illegality.1
The soy, beef, palm oil, sugar and cocoa that we
devour drive deforestation – much of it illegal – on
an enormous scale in the tropics, as forested land is
cleared to make way for them.2
1	 A December 2015 study found that beef production alone drove 65 per cent of gross
tropical deforestation between 2001 and 2009, soy drove 16 per cent, and palm oil and
wood products (including timber, pulp, and paper) each drove about 10 per cent.
2	In 2013 the European Commission published a comprehensive analysis of the impact
of EU consumption on deforestation, which found that between 1990 and 2008, 53 per
cent of global deforestation was due to agricultural expansion, a third of which was to
grow crops for international trade. The EU as a whole was the largest single destination
for these crops and livestock products. In 2015 Fern published the study Stolen Goods,
which estimated that in 2012, the EU imported EUR 6 billion of soy, beef, leather and
palm oil which were grown or reared on land illegally cleared of forests in the tropics –
almost a quarter of the total world trade.

Frequently this also comes at a human cost: with local
communities dispossessed of the land they need to
survive.
But while the EU has policies to stop its Members
from importing illegally sourced fish and timber,
and is developing ones to stop conflict minerals and
garments which have been produced in wretched,
exploitative conditions entering the EU market, it’s
made no clear commitment to regulate the agricultural
commodities associated with deforestation and human
rights abuses.
This is despite the undertaking it has made to end
deforestation by 2030 under the New York Declaration
on Forests.
Yet cause for optimism has at least emerged since we
began campaigning on this issue in 2014.
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BEEF
The NGO coalition we facilitate has worked hard
to build political support for an EU Action Plan on
Deforestation, focussing on gathering support in
the European Commission, Parliament and among
Member States.
It’s starting to pay dividends.
The EU’s Environment and Development departments
are both assessing the possibilities for an Action Plans
on Deforestation, while two sets of European Council
Conclusions have highlighted the need to use global
supply chains to address legality and sustainability.
Meanwhile the European Agriculture Committee has
drafted an opinion which includes our call for an EU
Action Plan to Protect Forests and Respect Rights.
To strengthen the campaign’s foundations, this year
we conducted in-depth research and published the
following reports, studies and position papers:
Developing EU measures to
address forest-risk commodities:
What can be learned from EU
regulation of other sectors? This
report explores lessons from sectors
in which the EU has regulated
supply chains.

Developing EU measures to
address forest-risk commodities

What can be learned
from EU regulation
of other sectors?
A Fern discussion paper
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The EU’s Circular Economy
Action Plan and forests: How and
why NGOs should engage. This
report examined the EU Circular
Economy Action Plan, assessing its
relevance for forests and forest-risk
commodities.

The EU’s Circular Economy Action Plan and forests: How and why NGOs should engage

The EU’s Circular Economy Action Plan and forests

How and why NGOs
should engage

1

EU – Stop Supporting the New
Alliance for Food Security and
Nutrition. A statement from Fern
and Transparency International
welcoming the European
Parliament’s resolution for the EU to
stop supporting the New Alliance
for Food Security and Nutrition.

EU - Stop Supporting the New Alliance for
Food Security and Nutrition
Fern and Transparency International (TI) welcome the European Parliament resolution adopted on 7
June 2016, calling on the European Union (EU) to halt its support to the New Alliance for Food
Security and Nutrition. The EU Parliament resolution urges the New Alliance to address the severe
problems it is causing, including undermining sustainable small-scale food production and food
security, and provoking land grabbing.
The New Alliance was launched in 2012 to promote sustainable investment in Africa, reduce food
insecurity, and govern natural resources responsibly. However, early reports tell a different story:
programmes linked to the New Alliance are responsible for land grabbing and displacing small
farmers.
Numerous studies have shown that large scale land-based investments in developing countries are
fuelling corruption and illegalities (Dealing with Disclosure, Global Witness, 2012), and can lead to
biodiversity loss, deforestation, and other permanent environmental damage. The effects on
customary systems of tenure and traditional livelihoods of millions of people and particularly women
can be devastating. In Zimbabwe, for example, biofuel is often produced on land acquired in shady
deals between an international investing company, the government, and unscrupulous local
communities. In Cameroon, industrial oil palm monoculture development sponsored by EU
financiers is depriving local farmers of their land and threatening large forest areas.
Fern and TI commend the EU Parliament for sending an important signal to EU donors as they
consider increasing land based investments in Africa, and ask the EU to establish legally binding
standards to regulate large scale land investments in developing countries. This will eliminate EU
funding for projects associated with human rights violations, land grabbing, and deforestation.
We call on the EU to:
 Ensure implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of
Tenure including its anti-corruption principles, as part of any land based EU funding.


Apply and further develop anti-corruption legislation and ensure the complete disclosure of
land deals, and the Free, Prior, and Informed Consent of Indigenous Peoples and local
communities, inclusive of men, women and young people.



Increase policy coherence and synergies between international land investments and forest
policies, including adopting specific measures to tackle large scale land investments, and
associated rights abuses linked to conversion timber stemming from land use change for
commercial agriculture and plantation development.

Contact Fern: Marie-Ange Kalenga marieange@fern.org
Contact Transparency International: Annette Jaitner ajaitner@transparency.org

Letter to Commissioner Hogan re: commitment
to promote meat consumption Letter from Fern
and other NGOs to the Commissioner for Agriculture
and Rural Development expressing concerns about
his commitment to invest in promoting meat
consumption in Europe and European beef in foreign
markets.
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How EU banks fund environmental destruction
The question of who finances companies involved in environmental destruction has grown more urgent since
the financial crash of 2007-08.
Soaring demand for agricultural commodities sparked a land rush by investors seeking lucrative returns amid
the global crisis. This, in turn, led to increasing land grabs and deforestation.
One way to combat this is by pressuring the financiers who fund the companies which cause the damage. But to
do so, we need to know who the financiers are and how the funding works.
To this end, Fern spent six months researching 23 large agriculture businesses to uncover their sources of credit,
the assistance they got in raising capital through issuing new shares and bonds, and who owns their shares.
We were particularly interested in sources of finance coming from banks and investors based in the European
Union, a topic that has previously received little attention.
Our findings were detailed in the report, Financing land grabs and deforestation: the role of
EU banks and investors.
All the companies we looked at had been accused of land grabbing or human rights abuses
linked to the acquisition of land and all operate in sectors where deforestation is a major
issue.

Financing land
grabs and
deForestation
the role of EU banks and investors
Mark Gregory
July 2016

We found the companies had attracted huge amounts of funding from financial institutions
worldwide. For example, banks had provided US$70bn of finance in the form of loans and
underwriting share and bond issues between 2010 and 2015, while financial institution
investors held more than $50bn in shares.
EU-based pension funds, asset managers and other big investment houses owned few shares in companies
allegedly involved in deforestation and land grabbing. EU banks, on the other hand, were massive providers of
loans and financial services to such companies.
Since many of the companies accused of environmental destruction are based in Asia and have their main
operations there, it’s not surprising that Asian banks collectively lent them the most money. But EU banks
weren’t far behind, providing $18.4bn, or 37 per cent of the value of all loans.
Our research also underlined the urgent need for greater transparency. Achieving it is a crucial first step in
challenging the companies causing untold damage to the environment and ruining lives in the process.

Forests and climate
Climate change is the defining challenge of our age.
And forests are a key weapon in fighting it.
Forests absorb carbon dioxide when they stand and
release it when they are dead.
Today, the world’s forests hold around a trillion tonnes
of carbon. Yet their relentless destruction means
that this is half the amount it once was, and 10 per
cent of global greenhouse gas emissions are from
deforestation.1

1	Deforestation and forest degradation have been responsible for a third of global carbon
dioxide emissions in the past 150 years, though the proportion now is only around 10
per cent and continues to fall as fossil-fuel emissions grow.

So, if we’re to have any hope of keeping global
temperature rises below two degrees Celsius, and
seriously strive to keep them below 1.5 degrees – as

Climate change is the defining challenge
of our age. And forests are a key weapon in
fighting it.
almost 200 nations pledged to do at the Paris climate
talks in 2015 – the role of forests is pivotal.
This means, in short, that instead of clearing and
degrading them, we desperately need to protect and
restore them.
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But while the goal of dramatically increasing the
carbon stored in the world’s forests is clear, the path to
achieving it is fraught with pitfalls.

mounting evidence showing that relying on wood
to generate electricity may actually hinder the battle
against global warming.

Among them is ensuring that forests are not used to
avoid making greenhouse gas emissions cuts in other
sectors – whether through burning wood for energy on
an industrial scale, or commandeering huge swathes of
land to create giant ‘carbon sink’ forests, with a hugely
detrimental effect on food security and land rights.

But that’s not all. The growing demand for biomass
has increased pressure on forests in Europe
and further afield, threatening biodiversity and
ecosystems, and taking the limited wood resource
away from other industries that would have used it
more efficiently. Indeed there can be no less efficient
use of wood than cutting down and burning healthy
trees.

In 2016, our forests and climate campaign focussed on
four areas:

Bioenergy
Since 2009, power plants and heating installations
across Europe – spurred on by government subsidies
– have switched from burning coal to burning woody
biomass in order to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
and meet clean energy targets.
The result is that in the EU about 60 per cent of
renewable energy is produced by burning biomass,
above two thirds of which is wood.
This is the latest in the “parade of false solutions” used
to tackle climate change’s existential crisis.
The climate arguments for burning wood for energy
on an industrial scale have been debunked, with

In 2016, this issue went mainstream, and we
consolidated our reputation as an expert in the field:
writing numerous blogs, being quoted frequently in
international media, and responding to questions and
requests from policymakers, academics, other NGOs
and think tanks.
The year’s highpoint came in November, when the
European Commission proposed that inefficient
bioenergy power stations should be exempt from
receiving public subsidies under the Renewable
Energy Directive: a welcome recognition of a case
we’ve long been making.
In the run-up to the Commission’s proposal we helped
initiate an International Day of Action on Bioenergy,
together with NGOs based in the USA who are seeing
wetland forests in the southern states being clear-cut
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We have ensured that the large coalition of NGOs
working to highlight the problems biofuels pose are
aware that woody bioenergy can be similarly harmful
to the climate and environment.
We also submitted position papers to EU consultations
on the Renewable Energy and Bioenergy Sustainability
Policies, promoted a film about the destruction that
a bioenergy power plant is having on French forests
in holiday-destination Provence, and released several
briefing notes and reports.
For more information see:
Burning trees for energy is no
solution to climate change. A
briefing showing why using wood
to produce renewable energy and
heat can increase carbon dioxide
emissions.

Bioenergy

Briefing Note
October 2016 | Page 1 of 8

Burning trees for energy is no
solution to climate change

❛❛

Post 2020, the best way to
achieve greenhouse gas
reductions, is to restrict
bioenergy use

❛❛

The EU’s current investment
in bioenergy is neither
a valid nor an effective
climate change mitigation
strategy

Biomass and fossil fuels both release carbon dioxide when burnt, and
global temperatures are rising because of it.

Introduction
The Paris Agreement, signed by 195 countries, aims to keep global temperature
increases to well below two degrees Celsius, and to pursue efforts to keep them below
1.5 degrees Celsius.1 One of the EU’s main tools for achieving this is its renewable energy
policy which aims to cut carbon emissions by replacing fossil fuels with low-carbon
alternatives.2
Bioenergy accounts for about 65 per cent of total renewable energy production in the EU,
and includes the use of biomass from agriculture, forestry and waste for the production
of biofuels, heating and electricity. About 70 per cent of bioenergy is produced with
solid biomass – mainly wood directly harvested from forests or residues from forestbased industries.3 The burning of solid biomass for heating, cooling and electricity
accounts for about 45 per cent of total renewable energy production.4
Demand is set to increase, partly due to the EU target to use 20 per cent renewable
energy by 2020.5 Member States have produced renewable energy plans which show
how they will meet this target. If these plans are put in place, by 2020 the amount of
wood used for energy would be equivalent to 2013’s total EU wood harvest.6
The EU is now considering how to meet its 2030 target – 27 per cent renewable energy
by 2030.7 The European Commission is expected to propose new policies for renewable
energy and sustainable bioenergy.8 These policies must take into account the true cost
of biomass. Unrestricted reliance on wood for energy will only increase forest and biodiversity loss in Europe and globally, whilst doing little or nothing to mitigate climate
change. Post 2020, the best way to achieve greenhouse gas reductions, is to restrict
bioenergy use.9
1 The UNFCCC Paris Agreement has an objective to limit temperature rise to “well below” 2C, and to “pursue efforts” to limit temperature rise to 1.5C,
representing a significant increase in ambition on the previous 2C limit adopted by the EU.
2 EU Renewable Energy Directive (2009/28/EC)
3 Aebiom Statistical Report 2014
4 EEA report | No 4/2016, Renewable Energy in Europe 2016 – recent growth and knock-on effects.
5 Eurostat statistical books, Agriculture, forestry and fishery statistics (2014 edition) shows an increase of 61 per cent of wood use for energy
between 2002 and 2012. The Commission SWD(2014) 259 final on ‘the State of play on the sustainability of solid and gaseous biomass used for
electricity, heating and cooling in the EU’ projects an increase of almost 30 per cent of biomass consumption for heating and electricity between 2012
and 2020.
6 EU Forest Strategy, COM (2013) 659 final; ECN (2015)
7 Agreed by the European Council on 23 October 2014, Council conclusions on the 2030 Climate and Energy framework SN 79/14
8 Communication on the Energy Union, COM(2015) 80 final; As opposed to biofuels, the current EU renewable energy policy does not include a
volume limit or sustainability criteria for biomass use for heating and electricity.
9 Forest Research (2015), Carbon impacts of biomass consumed in the EU: quantitative assessment

A new sustainable bioenergy
policy. A report highlighting
the measures needed to ensure that the EU’s new
bioenergy policy is truly sustainable.
A comparison of national
sustainability schemes for solid
biomass in the EU. A comparison
of EU Member States’ policies
and the European Commission’s
recommended biomass
sustainability criteria.
A dangerous delusion: Debunking
the myths around sustainable
forests and the EU’s bionenergy
policy. A series of case studies
exposing the myth that there aren’t
problems sourcing biomass from
European forests – where the EU
gets most of its biomass – because
they are managed sustainably.

A comparison of
national sustainability
schemes for solid
biomass in the EU
July 2016

A dangerous
delusion
Debunking the myths around sustainable
forests and the EU’s bioenergy policy

October 2016

Fern submission to EU consultation: a sustainable
bioenergy policy for the period after 2020. Our
submission to the European Commission on the steps
needed to end the disastrous impacts of its current
bioenergy policy.

International Civil Aviation
Organisation
In January, we were alerted to plans by the UN’s
International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO)
to attempt to offset rather than reduce the airline
industry’s emissions.
Their disturbing proposal will mean almost unfettered
growth in the aviation sector – justified by limited
efforts to increase engine efficiency and research into
biofuels.
Since biofuels could increase emissions and fuel/
engine/design efficiencies are unlikely to notably
reduce emissions, the ICAO plan relies on encouraging
airlines to voluntarily offset increases in flights.
This ignores present climate science, which shows
that to meet climate goals we need to reduce
emissions and remove carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere.
The ICAO proposal would therefore jeopardise the
Paris Agreement’s targets. It would also threaten the
livelihoods of forest communities who have historically
suffered from forest offset projects which throw the
communities who have protected forests for millennia
out of their homes.
So to coincide with ICAO’s annual General Assembly,
we launched a time-limited campaign to raise the
alarm about these dangers.
We coordinated a statement signed by nearly 100
organisations, including Friends of the Earth and
Greenpeace, garnered media coverage, produced
a video which had 100,000 views in a week. All this
helped us hijack ICAO’s social media hashtag to
reframe the debate,
pushing our message
centre-stage. The
upshot was that
despite the ICAO plans
being approved, the
controversy surrounding
them means ICAO know they will face intense scrutiny
and sustained resistance if they proceed. Airlines:
cheating the climate?
Cheating the climate: the
problems with aviation industry
plans to offset the climate. A
briefing showing that allowing the
arirline industry to grow indefinitely,
and introducing compulsory
offsetting for growth in emissions
after 2027 is fraught with problems.

Briefing Note
September 2016 | Page 1 of 8

Cheating the climate:
the problems with
aviation industry plans
to offset emissions

Photo: Steve Paveley

for shipping to the EU. On this day, we reached almost
1.5 million people through social media.
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LULUCF, which stands for Land Use,
Land-Use Change and Forestry,
is the way carbon is measured
and accounted for from land and
forests. It’s unusual since it measures
both the carbon released into the
atmosphere when a tree dies, and
the carbon it absorbs when it grows.
Its complexity and inherent flaws
make it a fertile area for countries
trying to shape the rules to avoid
making more difficult emissions cuts
in other sectors, or to hide emissions
from their forests.

Land Use, Land-Use Change and
Forestry (LULUCF)
Climate change is a crisis that almost defies hyperbole.
Yet to most people, policymaking in the area can seem
as mysterious as the Latin texts priests once recited to
their congregations.
This chasm between the importance of the issue, and
the obscure acronyms and baffling technicalities of
policy, is especially obvious when it comes to the land
and forests sector, known as LULUCF.

For this reason, for the past two
years we have been shining a
light on these weaknesses, and
campaigning for the EU to adopt rigorous accounting
rules as it works towards fulfilling its pledge to cut
overall emissions by 40 per cent by 2030.
In 2016, using using Fern commissioned expert
research,2 we helped bring the LULUCF debate out
of the cloistered world of technocrats and climate
scientists, and into the heart of the climate policy
debate in Brussels.
2	The study we commissioned by the respected Öko-Institut has been described by
experts as the ‘only credible report’ on the impact of LULUCF on the EU target for
emissions reductions.

Putting gender justice at the heart of our work
Protecting forests means addressing the power imbalances that drive their
destruction.
These inequalities take many forms, but the result is that the shortterm interests of elites are promoted over the long-term needs of forest
communities.
Gender injustices are often crucial: women are denied rights to own and use
forests, their voices are unheeded in discussions that disproportionately
affect their livelihoods and freedoms, and their needs are often not met in
policies that affect their lives.
In 2016, Fern took concrete steps to ensure that we’re considering the effect
that all our work has on marginalised groups, and specifically taking it into
account in our policy proposals and analysis.

photo: Indra van Gisbergen

We contracted a gender specialist to analyse our internal planning tools and publications and provide training.
We also established a gender group who developed a plan for 2017 which focusses on learning from our
partners’ experience, and adapting the internal tools we use to ensure our campaigns are gender aware and
include a gender perspective in our policy analyses.
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As part of this, we produced the first video ever
to explain LULUCF and its significance in clear
terms, which was presented by the film-maker and
broadcaster Farai Sevenzo.3

Dr. Hannes Böttcher, Jakob Graichen
Öko-Institut e.V.

Briefing Note
July 2016 | Page 1 of 5

Why LULUCF cannot
ensure that bioenergy
reduces emissions
Introduction
As part of work to produce a climate and energy package for 2030, the European
Commission is currently reviewing the sustainability of all uses and sources of
bioenergy for the period after 2020.1 The European Commission will also propose
a new policy on how to include the land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF)
sector in the EU’s 2030 climate and energy framework.

LULUCF can neither
ensure that bioenergy
emissions are correctly
accounted, nor that
bioenergy use delivers
robust and verifiable
greenhouse gas savings.

EU policy currently treats bioenergy as a carbon-neutral energy source. This claim that
there are net zero carbon dioxide (CO₂) emissions from bioenergy production is based
on two main assumptions:
(i) CO₂ emissions from bioenergy combustion will be fully compensated by future
growth of biomass; and

Land
Use
Land
Change
(ii) emissions
from biomass
harvestUse
are fully accounted
for in the LULUCF sector.
and
Forestry
The European
Commission’s own research has shown the first assumption to be false.
2

3

Briefing Note
April 2016 | Page 1 of 16
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This briefing explains that the second assumption also comes with large caveats. Many
NGOs are seeking to improve LULUCF policy,4 but LULUCF in itself isn’t a sufficient policy
tool to ensure that bioenergy use delivers robust and verifiable greenhouse gas savings’.5

LULUCF: What would a
good proposal look like?
This briefing includes our
recommendations for the EU to
decarbonise deeper and faster

LULUCF: what would a good
proposal look like?

1 The Commission is preparing a bioenergy sustainability policy for the period after 2020
2 This is the reason why bioenergy emissions are not accounted for through the EU Emission Trading System and the Efforts Sharing Decision, which
both account emissions from bioenergy emissions as zero.
3 See e.g. European Commission, Joint Research Center ‘Carbon Accounting of Forest Bioenergy’, EU (2013) and Opinion of the EEA Scientific
Committee on Greenhouse Gas Accounting in Relation to Bioenergy (2011)
4 www.fern.org/LULUCFtarget
5 The European Commission specifically aims for a sustainable bioenergy policy to ensure ‘robust and verifiable greenhouse gas savings’. See EC
Consultation ‘Preparation of a sustainable bioenergy policy for the period after 2020’.
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LULUCF could weaken the
EU emissions reduction
target to less than 37 per
cent (down from the current
40 per cent target)

Going beyond 40% - options to
ensure LULUCF maintains the high
environmental integrity of the EU
climate and energy package

Authors

With the EU expected to make a final decision in 2018,
we are continuing to highlight the critical importance
of ensuring that emissions from the land and forests
sector are properly accounted for.

❛❛

Going beyond 40% – options to ensure LULUCF
maintains high environmental
integrity of the EU climate and
energy package. This study,
produced for Fern by the OekoInstitut, shows how the EU’s new
policy on land and forests could
help it to be more ambitious in its
climate change targets.

Berlin, 22.04.2016

Report prepared for Fern

In July this work was significantly rewarded when
the European Commission took on board many of
our criticisms of the LULUCF accounting rules, and
published a more rigorous proposal that will require
countries to account for any emissions released by
increased forest harvesting and forbids countries
to offset emissions from forests. This is a major
achievement which is already creating a backlash from
Member States who want to bend the LULUCF rules in
their favour.

Why LULUCF cannot ensure
that bioenergy reduces
emissions. A briefing showing
the problems of relying on
LULUCF to ensure bioenergy
reduces carbon emissions.

and to use land and forests to mitigate climate
change.

www.oeko.de

We did this by simplifying our message (increasing our
media coverage of the issue by 1500 per cent). This
enabled us to coordinate NGOs to have a common
message, using forest science to show policymakers
why restoring and protecting forests should not be
used as a distraction from cutting emissions deeper
and faster in other sectors.

page 11

The EU has set itself the target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by
at least 40 per cent by 2030, using 1990 levels as its benchmark. This is
part of a longer-term effort to reduce emissions by 80 per cent by 2050.1
The EU developed these targets in 2011 to put it on course2 to keep global
temperature rises to below 2 degrees centigrade.
Since then, 195 countries have adopted the Paris Agreement, which
strengthened the global goal to limit temperature rises to well below 2
degrees, to pursue efforts to limit warming to 1.5 degrees. As a signatory of
the Paris Agreement, the EU is therefore obliged to review and increase its
target to reflect this increased ambition.
Until the EU decides to increase its target – a prerequisite for keeping
rises in temperature well below 2 degrees – it is crucial that the EU follows
through on the pledges it has made to reduce emissions for 2030 by 40
per cent.
One essential piece of the puzzle is what the EU decides to do with
‘emissions and removals from land and forests’, referred to in climate
jargon as LULUCF. Until now, these emissions and removals have not
been included in the EU climate targets (See Box 1). The EU proposes to
change this, but depending on how it does this, it could have a positive or
negative impact on the climate.
Previous research from the Oeko-Institut, commissioned by Fern and
IFOAM, shows that incorporating LULUCF into EU emissions accounting
could effectively reduce the target from the current 40 per cent to less
than 37 per cent.3

1 COM(2011)112, ‘A roadmap for moving to a competitive low carbon economy in 2050’, available at http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0112&from=EN
2 Calculated on the basis of the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC available at https://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/publications_ipcc_
fourth_assessment_report_synthesis_report.htm
3 www.fern.org/LULUCF2030

3	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NOU1bJqfmoQ&t=19s
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Negative emissions
Most proposals to limit global temperature rises to well
below two degrees Celsius rely on ‘negative emissions’
– the removal of carbon from the atmosphere.
This can be done naturally, by protecting and restoring
degraded forests, so they become carbon sinks.
Some claim that that it can also be done through
geo-engineering, for instance by burning bioenergy,
capturing the carbon released, and pumping it into
underground geological reservoirs. This is known as
Bioenergy, Carbon, Capture and Storage (BECCS).
This year, we spent time producing research and
informing and coordinating other NGOs’ work on
negative emissions, culminating in a two-day seminar
in May on the role that forests should play in fighting
climate change, which was attended by academics and
40 NGOs from across the EU.
We also produced an accessible
primer on negative emissions by
board member and award-winning
author Fred Pearce, and have began
work on Fern’s position on restoring
forests. Going Negative – How
carbon sinks could cost the earth

GOING
NEGATIVE
How carbon sinks could cost the Earth

Development aid
More than half of all development aid comes from the
EU and its members, which means collectively they are
the world’s largest aid donor.
Since Fern was founded in 1995, we have worked to
ensure that the billions of euros of development aid
which flow out of the EU every year protect rather than
destroy forests, and enhance rather than erode human
rights.
Fern played a key part in getting the EU to adopt the
ground-breaking Forest Law Enforcement Governance

and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan, designed to stop illegal
logging and improve forest governance.
For the past decade, we’ve worked with partners in
the Global South to make sure one of FLEGT’s key
components, the Voluntary Partnership Agreements
(VPAs) between the EU and timber-producing
countries, are effectively implemented.
Increasing community control over forest land and
resources is at the heart of this work.

❛❛
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The reason is simple: a mass of evidence shows that
recognising and securing land tenure rights of forest
communities keeps forests standing, as those who rely
on them for their survival have the greatest stake in
protecting them.1

Our year
2016 was a milestone in FLEGT’s history.
First, following a much-anticipated independent
review – whose recommendations included many of
the points Fern and our partners have been making for
years – the European Commission committed itself to
1	The latest in a growing body of research showing that granting indigenous and other
local communities formal title to their traditional lands can be boost efforts to conserve
forests was published in April 2017. The peer-reviewed study by the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) found that forest clearance was reduced by more
than three quarters in a two-year time span following the granting of land titles to an
indigenous community. See: http://www.pnas.org/content/114/16/4123.abstract
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safeguarding FLEGT’s future: an outcome which at one
point appeared to be uncertain.
Second, landmark court cases in Sweden and the
Netherlands showed a willingness to crack down on
companies exporting illegal timber into the EU which
was previously lacking in many Member States.
Third, the first batch of FLEGT-licensed timber arrived
in the EU from Indonesia.
A FLEGT license guarantees that timber has been
harvested, processed and exported legally. While
the forest sector in Indonesia remains imperfect, the
fact that the first license of this kind in the world was
awarded to a country once synonymous with illegal
deforestation and its accessories – corruption, dismal
levels of transparency and an acute lack of clarity over
land tenure – is striking.

A day in the life of a Fern campaigner
Hannah Mowat
I’ve been at Fern for four years, and been working on
the forests and climate campaign for three.
Brussels can be a dry environment to work in, with lots
of acronyms and men in suits. It can sometimes feel
like you’re living in a bubble far from the impact of
climate change and deforestation on the ground. But
the flip-side is that when you manage to affect change
in Brussels it can have a really wide impact across the
28 Member States.
It’s also really rewarding being part of an organisation
that cares about the environment, because Brussels is
very much captured by lobbyists, business interests,
and sometimes Member States who are not working in
the general European interest: if we weren’t here, then I
genuinely think things would be worse.
There are more registered lobbyists in Brussels than
anywhere else in the world, and it’s really important to
be a counterweight and provide information for NGOs
in Member States who want to understand the impact
of policies that are coming their way.
My job is making sure that the role forests play in
mitigating climate change is properly understood, and
that good policy follows.
There’s a lot of misunderstanding about forests.
Because forests suck up carbon dioxide many people
try to make neat, convenient claims that they can be

used to offset fossil fuel emissions. The truth is far more
complex. We to try to disentangle this complexity so
that people can be involved in discussions that affect
their lives.

“When you manage to affect change in
Brussels it can have a really wide impact
across the 28 Member States. ”
What really brought home the role of forests in
mitigating climate change for me, was the research
that Fern did in the build-up to the 2015 Paris Climate
Change talks.
Becoming more aware of the climate science made
it clear how little time is left if we want to stay
within two degrees. The research showed just how
important forests are in fighting climate change; just
as deforestation releases huge amounts of carbon into
the atmosphere, so forest restoration if done well, can
remove it. Forest restoration will be necessary if we are
to meet the Paris Agreement target, let alone the 1.5
degrees target we need to meet for vulnerable lowlying island states to survive.
As forests and climate change is such a new field,
research is a big part of our work, and I try to get both
good data and consultants who can interpret it. My job
is to ensure that the research gets taken on board by

Fern Annual Report – January - December 2016

page 13

The first FLEGT license could also help build
momentum towards stamping out illegality in the
forest sector globally, acting as a catalyst to other
nations, particularly the five countries currently
implementing VPAs, and the nine where negotiations
are ongoing.

The EU is currently deciding how to meet its
commitments under the SDGs – and we are working
to make sure that policies protecting forests and
forest peoples’ rights are given due prominence, while
continuing to focus on the VPAs with our partners in
Africa and Asia.

However, despite these successes, the battle to protect
the world’s forests is not closer to being won.

Africa and Asia

Instead, other frontiers in the fight against
deforestation have assumed greater significance. Our
response has been to identify them and form strategies
to combat them, (see our sections on Consumption
and Forests and Climate).
In 2016 we also extended the focus of our development
aid campaigning to work on the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), the UN’s 17 objectives “to
free the human race from the tyranny of poverty”.

In Cameroon, determined campaigning by civil
society, and particularly Fern’s partners including
FODER (see A Day in the Life of a Fern partner
section), saw the government restore the annual
royalty, known as the Redevance Forestière Annuelle
(RFA), paid to forest communities. These fees,
distributed under Cameroon’s forest code, had been
denied to them since 2014.

policy makers. I do this by organising events, holding
meetings with Parliamentarians, Commission Staff and
people from Member States, and producing material to
explain the issues and the need to act.
Another big part of my job involves building contacts
with NGOs in Member States, so that they can
influence their governments, as ultimately, they are
the ones who will come to Brussels to adopt policies
and laws. I also liaise with the
media when we think that
press coverage will help create
Hannah Mowat
change, for instance if there is
photo: Mark Olden
is a forests
a Member State that’s playing
and climate
a particularly negative [policy]
campaigner at Fern. She was previously an Associate at the
role which we want to draw
Munden Project and a campaigner at Friends of the Earth. She
attention to.
tweets as @hannah_mowat
Because Fern is collectively
managed, we all have
horizontal roles. I’m on Fern’s
policy, and we provide technical information to other
fundraising committee, as well as the management
NGOs, which helps them make links with their own
team, which meets every two months to make sure
work.
that Fern is functioning well. I also have three funders
for my own campaign, who I keep updated on how
Because of this you feel needed and wanted and that
and where money is being spent.
you’re not just another NGO.
One thing that I find especially satisfying about my job
is the niche that we occupy: we are the only Brussels
organisation that really focusses on forests and climate

❜❜
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photo: Indra van Gisbergen

These royalties, set at a lower rate (6.75 per cent) than
before (10 per cent), are still nowhere near enough,
and – as our campaigner Indra Van Gisbergen has
vividly documented – it means that forest communities
remain mired in poverty, while the elites still reap the
vast majority of the financial benefits from Cameroon’s
forests.
The successful and transparent elections in the
Central African Republic (CAR) in March 2016,
marked the end of one of the darkest chapters in the
country’s troubled recent past.
Another sign of the brighter future Central African
NGOs long for, is the resumption of the VPA process.
Formal meetings have now taken place between the
government, business, and civil society.
Fern’s partners reached out to the new president
Faustin Archange Touadera prior to his election, and
hopes have grown that the country’s vast natural
resources – which have been as much a curse as a
blessing in recent years – will be managed more
equitably under his stewardship.
One reason for this optimism is that Touadera signed
and championed the VPA, which has been in its
implementation phase since 2012.
With advice and advocacy support from Fern, the NGO
platform, Plateforme pour la Gestion des Ressources
Naturelles et de l’Environnement (GDRNE), have

ensured that forest community and indigenous
peoples’ representatives are directly involved in the
VPA implementing bodies.
Fern’s website and Logging Off (which we jointly run)
also provided a much-needed space for civil society
groups in CAR to share updates on governance issues
in the forest sector and on VPA-related activities,
including the independent forest monitoring
work conducted by Fern’s partner Centre pour
l’environnement et le développement durable (CIEDD).
In Cote d’Ivoire work on drafting the implementing
regulations for the country’s progressive 2014 Forest
Code – which for the first time grants communities the
right to own trees – has begun.
Twenty of the implementing regulations for the Forest
Code have been drafted, and are due to be validated.
Ivorian civil society has been involved in the drafting
process, but some of them argue that their views
(as well as those of the private sector) aren’t being
sufficiently heeded. Meanwhile VPA negotiations,
which began in 2013, are continuing, with Fern’s civil
society partners feeding into them.
Thanks to the work of Fern and our partners, Ivorian
NGOs created and are now following a very clear
common strategy for what issues to tackle in the Forest
Code implementing regulations, as well as the VPA
process.
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Their priorities are community land rights, sharing
in the profits from the logging industry, and
community access to information about logging.
Their contributions to the Forest Code implementing
regulations have been praised by others involved in
the process, and are testament to how much they have
refined their strategic direction and legal expertise over
their past few years.

Ghana is poised to become the second country in
the world to issue FLEGT licenses. This underlines
its progress in implementing the VPA, which was
highlighted in detail in a June 2016 study.
The authors showed how the VPA has far exceeded
its core aim of ensuring the legality of timber, and has
proved to be a “remarkably incisive” means of exposing
and addressing wider issues through dialogue between
civil society, business, government and others.
Fern’s partner Civic Response Ghana has been key
in this. In 2016 they successfully campaigned for
the cancellation of illegal logging permits and the
introduction of new legal ones. They also succeeded in
their campaign for logging companies to pay their tax
arrears.
In 2016, Civic Response’s work has focused specifically
on training communities on their rights, and how
to monitor infractions of forest laws. This included
training 600 community members, with an outreach to
12,000.
This resulted in nine communities finally receiving
funds from logging companies, which had been owed
to them for decades.

Mexico: world leader in
community forestry under threat
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They also successfully led a campaign to halt mining in
forest reserves and biodiversity hotspots, saving 29,000
hectares of forest.
Finally, Civic Response has been heavily engaged
in the national reform process determining who
owns Ghana’s trees: the government’s draft legal
framework to resolve this issue was based largely
on Civic Response’s fieldwork on community tenure
arrangements in different parts of Ghana. Once
adopted into law, the tree tenure and benefit sharing
arrangements will devolve ownership rights, control
and benefit sharing to farmers and land owners.
Discussions on the VPA between Laos and the EU have
been ongoing since 2012.
When discussions began, most people believed it
would be impossible to pursue the process because
civil society organisations and communities had no
opportunity to participate freely and independently
in decision-making, or to voice opinions that differed
from the government’s without serious personal risks.
The situation seems to have evolved for the good.
In May 2016, the Lao Government issued a Prime
Minister Order to address illegal logging and improve
domestic timber business operations. Analysis of
Vietnamese customs data shows that exports of round
wood from Laos to Vietnam dropped significantly,
which, for some observers, clearly indicates a
commitment on behalf of the new Lao leadership to
fight illegal logging.
In the meantime, the government has formally
recognised the Lao FLEGT network which currently

Agustín explains the business vision of his forest enterprise in his home in
the Agua Blanca community forest, Santa María del Monte, Zinacantepec,
Mexico.
Photo: Reforestamos México

More than half of Mexico’s land is owned by
communities, including 50 million of the country’s 63
million hectares of forest. Community forestry in the
country has long offered a model for the rest of the
world.
For this reason, in 2016 Fern’s West Africa campaigner
Julia Christian spent six months researching and
spending time with different Mexican forest
communities. She was hosted by the Mexican NGO
Reforestamos.
While she found that community forestry is under
threat from – among other things – drug gangs and waning government support, community resistance is
strong, and in some cases people are willing to defend their forests with their lives.
She documented the many lessons which can be applied elsewhere.

❛❛
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encompasses 20 civil society organisations and is
represented by an elected committee of five. Lao civil
society organisations are becoming more organised
and able to contribute to the process. Technical
discussions on the timber legality definition have
begun and stakeholders talk more openly about
corruption, impacts on communities, the role of civil
society in monitoring and complaint mechanisms.
But sensitive issues such as rights of forest people,
transparency and access to information are not openly
discussed. There is still a long way to go to improve
capacity and ensure a safe advocacy environment.
As things stand, Liberia is likely to follow Ghana as the
third country globally to issue FLEGT licenses.
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effective implementation – with specific attention
on making sure that communities get the funds
owed to them from logging. This includes supporting
communities in developing accountable community
structures with an emphasis on increasing female
participation.
Last year our partners got the government to agree
to exclude conversion timber from the VPA, with
the Government stating that “it had no intention
of allowing timber from agricultural or mining
concessions into the chain of custody system and/or
exports”.

If it happens, this will be a remarkable turnaround for a
country whose natural resources have historically been
plundered by corrupt leaders and fuelled civil wars.

Following a battle of several years communities now
see the benefits owed to them through the land rental
fee. Of the $1,936,341 provided by the government
in the last two years, $735,430 has been disbursed to
affected communities to undertake 22 projects.

The VPA implementation process has been transparent
and inclusive, with Fern’s partners, the Sustainable
Development Institute (SDI) and the Foundation for
Community Initiatives (FCI), focussed on ensuring its

An emerging threat is the logging contracts in
Community Forest Management Areas (CFMAs) that
are being handed out. Fern’s partners are working
with communities to highlight their risks, educate

A day in the life of a Fern partner
Laurence Wete Soh
FODER tackles the causes of illegal logging, including
corruption and a lack of transparency. We try to
improve the way forests are managed by protecting
the rights of forest communities and increasing their
involvement in the decisions which influence their
lives and livelihoods. We also independently monitor
Cameroon’s forestry sector and campaign to improve
forest laws, policies and practices.
This is important because Cameroon has the second
highest rate of deforestation in the Congo Basin
– which, after the Amazon, is the world’s largest
rainforest area.1
I began working at FODER five years ago, and was
drawn to it because of its social and environmental
justice objectives, particularly its commitment to
enhancing the rights of forest dependent communities.

home and am lucky to rely on my husband, who is very
supportive, to take care of our children when I travel.

“Together with Fern, FODER has helped build
forest communities’ capacities in monitoring
forests and seeking greater accountability
from those who exploit them.”
My work has several aspects.
As a lawyer I give legal advice. I am also involved
in FODER’s key activities, including independent
monitoring of logging companies’ activities, such
as how they respect their social obligations vis-à-vis
communities and workers.

I try my best to be balanced and well organised. I give
my best when I am at work, which is usually from 8
AM to 5 PM, and give my time to my family and my
spiritual life once I am at home. I don’t bring my work

The most common kinds of illegality we find include
companies logging beyond the limits of their
concessions, wasting natural resources, for instance
by abandoning timber, and not respecting social and
environmental laws and principles.

1	Since 1990, an area of forest approximately the size of Belgium has been cleared in
Cameroon.

I work with local and indigenous communities who
are affected by illegal logging, giving them the
necessary support and tools so that they can also
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them about their rights and set up accountable
structures.
The country’s revolutionary Land Rights Act – which
will see roughly half of all land revert to community
ownership – remains in stasis, lodged in the House of
Representatives more than two years after the bill was
submitted for passage into law.
With elections looming in October 2017, the political
landscape could change – for better or worse.
Severe political and social unrest have blighted the
Republic of Congo (Congo) since the constitutional
referendum of 2015, and subsequent presidential
election of March 2016. The knock-on-effect has seen
governance reforms in the forest sector hampered.
Although there has been technical progress on
developing the Timber Legality Assurance System
and the communications around it, local civil society
groups are concerned that reforming and adopting a
new Forest Code as prescribed by the VPA continues to
be stalled.
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Concerns over systemic illegalities in the country’s
forest sector – despite the VPA being in the
implementation phase since 2013 – were raised in
August by the Congo’s Independent Monitor, when it
revealed that six new logging permits were awarded
to companies in violation of the country’s laws and
regulations.
Fern and its local partner, Forum pour le Gouvernance
et les Droits Humains (FGDH), saw this as a serious
breach of the VPA and made representations to the EU
to ensure no illegally harvested timber from Congo
entered the EU market, while calling on the Congolese
government to end impunity in the forest sector.
More positively, civil society has been involved
in drawing the government’s attention to forest
governance issues and formulating concrete proposals
for how to implement national legislation on local
communities’ rights and logging companies’ social
obligations.
The suspension of mining permits in all forest regions
was also seen by civil society groups as a major
photo: Indra van Gisbergen

monitor companies’ activities and advocate for their
rights.
Another aspect of my work involves contributing to
the different networks FODER belongs to, including:
the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature (IUCN), the Independent Forest Monitoring
coordination network and
the Communities and Forests
Platform, which is a network
Laurence Wete
of civil society and indigenous
Soh is a project
groups who are working for
officer at FODER
community rights in Cameroon.
(Forêts et
Fern and FODER have been
Développement Rural), an NGO based in Yaoundé, Cameroon, that
working together for over five
focuses on improving governance in the forestry sector. She did a
years. Together we have helped
master’s degree in environmental law at the University of Limoges
build forest communities’
(France). She has four children aged between three months and 14
capacities in monitoring
years old, and lives with them and her husband in Yaoundé.
forests and seeking greater
accountability from those who
exploit them.
Forestière Annuelle, RFA). However, the government
One of our biggest recent concrete achievements
was helping to get the government to restart paying
money to communities living by forest concessions,
known as the annual forestry royalty (Redevance

has agreed to pay a lower rate of these royalities than
before and this is nowhere near enough. So we will
keep battling for the rights of forest communities and
doing our best to protect the forests.

❜❜
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breakthrough and a sign that local communities are
starting to be heard.
The general public also showed increased interest
in the plight of local communities and the way
the country’s forests are managed. A TV debate on
independent forest monitoring hosted by TV Congo at
the request of Fern’s partner FGDH was aired five times
due to popular demand.
In November, the EU and Vietnam agreed ‘in principle’
to sign a VPA, which will establish a legal framework
to ensure that timber products from Vietnam are
verifiably legal and that the nation’s forests are
managed in line with social and environmental laws.
However, while it is commendable that the Vietnamese
government, despite its initial reluctance, finally came
around to acknowledging the value of civil society
views in the negotiations, some worrying questions
remain.
For instance, without guarantees from monitors who
are genuinely independent from the government, the
VPA could be used to give a veneer of legitimacy to
‘business-as-usual’ and to illegally-harvested timber
from its neighbours. The quality of participation
has also fallen short of the standards set by other
VPAs, with the Vietnamese negotiators reluctant to
share texts which would allow other stakeholders to
comment.
It would be ironic for the EU to sign an agreement to
address illegal logging supposedly developed with
input from a range of interests, but which merely
legitimises current practice and only really only pays
lip-service to the notion of a truly inclusive multistakeholder process.
Our reports, briefings and statements included:
How to achieve the sustainable
development goals? Focus on
Forests. The aims of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) are
laudable. This report explores the
role that forests should play.

Scoping Study on EU-China
Relationships in the Forestry
Sector. A study on China’s efforts
to tackle the trade in illegal,
unsustainably produced timber.

Do FLEGT VPAs improve
forest governance? Research
showing that the FLEGT Voluntary
Partnership Agreements (VPAs) have
led to clear improvements in forest
governance.
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do flegt vpas
improve governance?

Examining how FLEGT VPAs are changing the
way forests are owned and managed

This briefing note outlines the preliminary and partial findings of a larger forthcoming study into
the forest governance impact of FLEGT VPAs. Fuller references and access to source material will be
provided upon publication of the full report, later in 2016.

Improving forest governance in
Laos. We published an unreleased
case study report on the VPA in
Laos by WWF including our own
recommendations.

Improving forest governance
in Laos

Briefing Note
November 2016 | Page 1 of 8

Conversion timber and unclear land
rights must be addressed to make EU-Laos
VPA process effective and improve forest
governance

❛❛

In 2013, the official export
value of Lao timber
products was just 8% of
the total value recorded by
importing countries, mainly
China and Vietnam

The Government of Laos has adopted a strategy called “turning land into
capital”, aimed at boosting private land investment and development.
This strategy, designed to increase national revenue and generate
sufficient capital to modernise rural land use, has intensified the pressure
on forest resources. Over the past decade, Laos has become an important
“resource frontier” for transnational capital and large-scale land
investments, raising concerns about the rates of deforestation and forest
degradation1.
In 2012, the government expressed its interest in negotiating a Voluntary Partnership
Agreement (VPA) with the European Union to address illegal logging trade and to
improve forest governance. Illegal logging is an important driver of forest degradation
and deforestation2. A study by Denis Smirnov for the World Wildlife Fund (WWF)3
assessing the scale of illegal logging4 in Laos and the associated trans-boundary timber
trade concluded that the use of permits for harvesting “conversion5” timber during
development projects has become a de-facto way of legitimising large-scale high-value
logging in all types of forests, including conservation and protection forests6.
The WWF study found evidence, through case studies in the southern provinces of Laos,
that actions on the ground around the timber trade are undermining the commitments
expressed by the Government to enter VPA negotiations. The WWF report has not been
officially released,7 but has been talked about behind closed doors and seems to have
been a catalyst. In the year since this study, various meetings have taken place in Laos to
discuss the VPA, how to tackle illegal logging and improve forest governance.
This briefing note aims to present the key findings of the WWF study to a wider
audience, highlight recent developments and recommendations by Fern that should be
addressed within the VPA process to strengthen forest communities’ rights and improve
forest governance in an effective manner.

1 Baird. 2011. Turning Land into Capital, Turning People into Labour: Primitive Accumulation and the Arrival of Large-Scale Economic Land
Concessions in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Journal of Marxism and Interdisciplinary Inquiry Vol. 5, No. 1.
2 Documented examples come from XePian NPA (Baird 2010b), Nakai Nam Theun NPA (World Bank 2001) and other NPAs (EIA/Telapak 2008).
Villagers also carry out small-scale illegal logging in all forest categories in Lestrelin, 2011
3 Denis Smirnov. 2015. Assessment of scope of illegal logging in Laos and associated trans-boundary timber trade. WWF
4 The WWF study determines illegal timber (or timber from unauthorized sources) as timber harvested in excess of issued quotas (or exceeding the
timber volume registered in log landing II) and outside of official logging areas.
5 ‘Conversion’ timber is timber produced when forest land is cleared of trees in order to prepare that land for another use – for instance agricultural
plantations, mines or dams.
6 The study was conducted from November 2012 to May 2015 as part of a REDD project funded mainly by Germany.
7 The study was leaked the 13th of October 2015 on LaoFab, an online forum for sharing information about agribusiness and rural livelihoods in
Laos but was removed a few hours later from the LaoFab repository by the moderator at the request of WWF. The report has yet to be finalized, approved
or officially released. However, the report is still available on MyLAFF, a forum for sharing information about Land, Agribusiness, Forestry issues in
Myanmar.

NGOs call for FLEGT Action Plan to
be strengthened. A briefing paper
calling on the EU to strengthen the
measures contained in the FLEGT
Action Plan as a way of tackling
illegal logging.

Forest Watch special: VPA update
November 2016. A Forest Watch
special VPA update published by
Fern and LoggingOff providing a
round-up of developments across
countries involved in VPA processes,
from a civil society perspective.

Forest Watch Special:
FLEGT VPA Update November 2016
Indonesia to issue world’s first FLEGT licences
This November Indonesia is expected to become the first country in the world to issue FLEGT licences, which
will allow companies to import Indonesian timber in to the EU without carrying out the due diligence checks
required by the EU Timber Regulation (EUTR).
Licences are a crucial part of every FLEGT Voluntary Partnership Agreement (VPA), as they provide the trade
incentive to control illegal logging through governance and legal reforms, hammered out and put in to practice
over numerous years (in Indonesia’s case, the VPA took about ten years (depending on what you count) to
negotiate and implement fully enough to be ready for licences).

Changes in Indonesia’s forest governance landscape
Indonesia’s forest sector has significantly changed in recent years. The research group Chatham House estimated
that illegal logging has fallen by 75% in the ten years since a 2000 peak . Today, 100% of timber exports are in
principle subject to independent audit with civil society oversight. Tax returns from the industry have significantly
increased. The positive influence of VPA implementation in Indonesia, and in Ghana which is fast approaching
the point of also issuing FLEGT licenses, have been explored in great detail in a June 2016 study by Overdevest
and Zeitlin.
It is clear that the FLEGT VPA process in Indonesia has improved transparency, and has built the capacity of
local CSOs monitoring forest illegalities. It is worth pointing out however that the majority of CSOs in Indonesia
have not been involved in the VPA process. The extent to which the legality assurance system incorporated in
Indonesia’s VPA strengthens or ignores community land rights remains a point of debate. The VPA text explicitly
requires legality verification procedures to be changed as soon as the landmark 2013 constitutional court
decision recognising customary forests has been incorporated in to national law. A number of recent changes to
the legality assurance system and the associated complaints procedure provide opportunities for CSOs to hold
companies accountable with regards social and environmental obligations.
Respect and recognition of customary rights in Indonesia remains weak however, undermined by corruption and
weak governance. There are also concerns that the way in which violations are ‘scored’ in the legality system
could allow companies with human rights violations to still qualify for a FLEGT licence. It will therefore be a test
of the VPA to see if CSOs are able to use the system to continue to push for governance reforms without which
achieving recognition of customary rights in Indonesia will be impossible.

FLEGT licences are not the end game, they’re another beginning
The Indonesian Independent Forest Monitoring Network (JPIK) has welcomed the imminent arrival of FLEGT
licences, clarifying that “The application of FLEGT Licensing should be seen as a challenge to strengthen the
system, and maintain and build system credibility and accountability”. JPIK’s membership base of over 50 civil
society organisations are urging the Government of Indonesia and the European Commission to take a number

March 2017

CALF

OCDH

Coalition Nationale des Organisations de
la Société Civile pour l’Application des
Lois et Réglementations Forestières

Making Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) work for forests, people and the climate

Civil society recommendations
on the future of VPAs
This briefing note is intended to contribute to the ongoing debate
about future support to the European Union (EU) Forest Law
Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan and in
particular its Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs).
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“[…] FLEGT remains an
innovative, comprehensive
and future-proof initiative,
with the power to inspire
a global movement to
eradicate illegal logging. […]
A long-term commitment is
needed to tackle the complex
issues that enable illegal
logging to still persist, and
to achieve sustainable forest
management in line with
Sustainable Development
Goal 15.”
EU Commissioner Neven Mimica on the
evaluation of the FLEGT Action Plan

The EU’s FLEGT Action Plan was introduced in 2003 to curb illegal logging and
related trade, promote sustainable forest management, and address some of the
root causes of deforestation and forest degradation. Since then, it has reduced
illegal logging, increased awareness of its detrimental impact, instigated forest
governance reforms, and helped to clarify market requirements for the trade in
legal timber in particular through the VPAs and the EU Timber Regulation (EUTR).
As the EU considers future support to FLEGT, it is urgent that implementation
is strengthened and that VPAs are strongly linked to the evolving political and
economic landscape. In signing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
and the Paris Climate Agreement, the EU and VPA countries committed to halt
deforestation and forest degradation by 2020, and to protect and restore forests
as a contribution towards limiting global warming to 1.5° Celsius. They must now
translate these commitments into action.

Progress so far
An independent evaluation of the FLEGT Action Plan1 and a report of the
European Court of Auditors2 confirmed the innovative design and continuing
relevance of FLEGT. They noted FLEGT’s important contribution to the
international fight against illegal logging and associated trade, and the role it
plays in improving governance in partner countries. This includes strengthening
the participation of local stakeholders, particularly civil society organisations and
in some cases forest communities, stimulating transparency and accountability,
and triggering legal reforms to protect the rights of forest peoples and local
communities. These findings are welcomed by civil society organisations who
regard VPAs as integral to the forest governance improvements3
experienced in their countries. In particular, civil society organisations
acknowledge that VPAs provide political space and structures that better enable
them to be agents for change.4

1 Evaluation of the EU FLEGT Action 2004-2014, published May 2016: https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/report-flegtevaluation.pdf
2 Special Report No 13/2015: EU support to timber producing countries under the FLEGT Action Plan, European Court of Auditors,
October 2015: http://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR15_13/SR_FLEGT_EN.pdf
3 Do FLEGT VPAs improve governance? Fern, May 2016: http://www.fern.org/sites/fern.org/files/impactreportFINAL_LOWRES_0.pdf
4 Tackling illegal logging, deforestation and forest degradation: an agenda for EU action, Environment Investigation Agency, Client
Earth, Conservation International, Fern, Forest Peoples Programme, Global Witness, Greenpeace, Transparency International, World Wide
Fund: http://www.fern.org/sites/fern.org/files/FLEGT%20briefingnote%20deforestation%20designed.pdf

Our related reports:
Community forests: A discussion
document for Fern and partners.
This report analyses whether
community forests are a viable
alternative to industrial logging.

Community forests – Document for discussion between Fern and its partners

DOCUMENT FOR DISCUSSION BETWEEN FERN
AND ITS PARTNERS

Community forests
Michel Merlet

How to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals?

Focus
on forests

Scoping Study
on EU-China
Relationships
in the Forestry
Sector
Hugh Speechly

May 2016
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Protecting forests, improving
livelihoods – Comparing
community forestry in Cameroon
and Guatemala.
This report compares community
forests in Guatemala and in
Cameroon.

Protecting forests, improving livelihoods – Comparing community forestry in Cameroon and Guatemala

Protecting forests, imProving livelihoods

comparing community
forestry in cameroon
and guatemala
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Fern’s Finances

Other public institutions

139,483

149,245

Private institutions

575,910

726,431

Other sources (including interest and reimbursements)

127,230

57,886

3,297,694

2,827,359

2016

2015

983,056

883,683

1,303,866

1,045,921

Travel and meetings

289,214

226,346

Administration and other costs

297,993

157,064

Publications

88,507

136,183

Consultants

317,011

349,938

Total expenditure

3,279,647

2,799,134

Source of income

Expenditure by campaign

Total income

Staff

250,000

0

Grants to partner organisations and networks

500,000

EXPENDITURE

Export credit agencies € 14,939

Finance and trade € 54,815

Expenditure by category

Illegal logging € 2,254,558 
Staff
Grants to partner organisations and networks
Travel and meetings
Administration and other costs
Publications
Consultants

grants to partners 58%

EU Drivers of deforestation € 376,704

Land use, forests & climate € 108,143

Bioenergy € 104,213

Organisational (core costs) € 366,276

To see a complete version of Fern’s audited accounts, please visit: www.fern.org/about-us/audited-finances

2,250,000

1,041,788

2,000,000

1,491,486

European Commission

1,500,000

852,009

1,250,000

963,585

Department for International Development, UK

1,000,000

2015

750,000

2016

1,750,000

(Jan–Dec 2016) – all figures are in euros

Income

Department for International Development, UK
European Commission
Other public institutions
Private institutions
Other sources
(including interest and reimbursements)
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