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Network: Promoting sustainable forestry in a growing bioeconomy for Europe (PROFOR)

PROFOR is a network representing a variety of researchers and research institutions in the Nordic-Baltic countries. The network’s added value is the ability to synthesize current North European forest-related research of value for the implementation of the European Green Deal policies, highlighting Nordic region-specific view on forest and sustainable forestry needs at the EU level. 

Numerous and sometimes conflicting EU policies impact forests and forest-based sector

The EU does not have a common forest policy, but in practice different Green Deal policy instruments regulating e.g. biodiversity, climate or energy issues significantly impact also on forests. At the moment more than 80 EU policy instruments impact forests and their use directly or indirectly. Policies typically emphasize forests’ role in achieving EU’s climate and biodiversity goals. As the number of impacting policies is high their overall impact and coherence is hard to assess.

In addition to EU policies obviously national forest policies have an impact. What is the main emphasis in national policies depends on country specifics.   Between the EU member states there are differences e.g., in geography and natural conditions, socio-economic premises and forest ownership structure, role of forest industry in national economy, and traditions and emotional capital associated with forest. Some European countries, especially countries in the North Europe, emphasis active forest management and sustainable use of forest resources, while countries in Central Europe or Southern Europe often emphasis close-to-nature forest management or agroforestry and production of other forest products than wood. National forest policy goals may differ from the goals set at the EU level. If Member States' objectives differ significantly from the common EU objectives, this will lead to conflicts in policy implementation. 

Potential impacts of new EU policies in boreal forests and forest use

New EU level policies will potentially affect forestry practices in boreal forests in many ways. For example, the conservation targets set by the EU Biodiversity Strategy and the EU Nature Restoration Law have an impact on area of forests under conservation or restricted use as well as on forest management methods used. Several policies emphasis need for closer-to-nature forest management including increased share of mixed forests and use of continuous cover forest management.

Private forest owners have a significant role in providing different ecosystem services

60% of EU's forest area is owned and managed by ca. 16 million private forest owners, mainly individual persons and families. Understanding private forest owners’ motives, rights and responsibilities is, thus, vital to facilitating implementation of EU policies. According to studies carried out in Finland, significant part of private forest owners is multi-objective, and rate economic, environmental, and social value orientations of forests as equally important. This should be utilized when planning forest policy instruments. 

Many of the ecosystem services that forests provide are public goods (e.g. biodiversity, climate benefits, recreational values in Nordic countries). Everyone can enjoy these benefits, but as they do not have market price, for forest owner they don’t create income. As there are likely to be trade-offs in production of these non-market goods and market goods like roundwood, drivers and financial incentives for producing public goods are needed. This is emphasized also in the New EU Forest Strategy.
 
Ways forward

For reaching common goals, there is a need to take into account national and sub-national specificities and sustainable well-functioning local practices. Likewise, the differing objectives of private forest owners (which are often families) should be recognized and integrated in policy design. Voluntary conservation mechanisms are widely accepted by forest owners and their use can be a cost-effective option. However, voluntary actions are not enough as targets are ambitious, and obviously, there is a need also for binding regulations. A policy mix is needed to reach the common goals. 
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