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What is forest certification?

As a forest manager or owner, certification is a way of 
ensuring that your careful and long term forest 
management is recognised. Certification is voluntary. 
It involves an inspection of the forest management by an 
independent organisation to check that it passes the 
internationally agreed principles of good forest management. 
The timber can then carry the FSC label, guaranteeing that it 
comes from a well-managed forest and enabling you to pass 
on the benefits of certification to your customers. 

Achieving FSC forest certification

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) does not carry out 
forest inspections itself. That job is done by certification bodies 
such as the Soil Association (Woodmark Programme) or SGS 
Forestry (Qualifor Programme). The role of FSC is to evaluate 
and monitor, i.e. accredit, certification bodies. Accreditation 
ensures that all certification bodies work to the same high 
standards. In effect FSC acts as an umbrella within which 
reputable inspection bodies can operate. 

Achieving FSC certification for your forest can be a quick or a 
lengthy process, very much depending on existing manage-
ment practices and documentation systems. 

To commence the process you will need to contact an FSC 
accredited certification body for a preliminary discussion and 
a copy of the standard to determine what you will need to do. 
A full list of accredited certification bodies is available on the 
FSC UK website or from FSC UK (FSCUK-FS-205 Accredited 
Certification Bodies). 

They all have slightly different costs so it is worth shopping 
around a little. 

What Standard is used?

At the international level FSC has developed its set of 
Principles and Criteria of sound forest management. They 
apply to all forests, temperate, tropical and boreal, natural 
forests and plantations. Requirements include 
compliance with national legislation, respect for local use 
rights, maintenance of the ecological functions of the 
forest and its biodiversity, economic viability, and the 
need for an adequate management plan and monitoring 
of operations. To take local conditions into account FSC 
encourages the development of national standards of 
forest management in each country or region which 
interpret the international Principles and Criteria. 

What are the benefits of forest certification?

•  Receive the public recognition which responsible 
forest management deserves 
•  Meet customer demands: UK retailers and specifiers 
such as local councils and architects increasingly ask 
forest managers for an independent proof that their 
forest is well-managed 
•  Gain a competitive edge for your timber 
•  Meet internal policy: certification helps forest ma-
nagers to demonstrate to owners, investors and/or 
themselves that they are meeting their objectives of 
responsible long-term management 



The UK Woodland Assurance Standard 
(UKWAS)

FSC’s UK forest management standard is now based 
around the UK Woodland Assurance Standard (UKWAS).  
The UKWAS was developed as a voluntary forestry 
standard in consultation with major social, environmental 
and forestry organisations in the UK and FSC. It is a 
national standard which is consistent with FSC Principles 
and Criteria whilst at the same time reflecting local 
ecological, social and economic circumstances. The 
standard is drafted in such a way as to refer to existing 
Forestry Commission standards and guidelines as far as 
possible.  The UKWAS does not provide a product label 
or chain of custody certification by itself but it has been 
designed to fit into other labelling systems such as the 
FSC.  

It should be noted that UKWAS certification is only 
approved by FSC when an FSC accredited certificaton 
body carries out the inspection.

The latest version of the UKWAS is to be found on the 
UKWAS website.

FSC accredited certification bodyies are required to use 
the FSC UK Principles and Criteria Ordered Version of 
the UKWAS to check compliance. Copies of this 
document are available from the FSC UK website. Many 
forest managers find this a useful document to check for 
themselves how far they already meet FSC 

What are the costs?

The costs for certification vary a lot depending on size and 
complexity of the woodland. It is very difficult to generalise 
and you should contact the certification bodies to get an 
estimate for your woodland. Costs can be considerably 
reduced if several forests are being assessed together in 
a group scheme or if the size of your woodland holding or 
intensity of management fall within certain thresholds, as 
outlined below. For large forests costs increase with the size 
of the holding as the assessment requires more time for the 
field visit, but costs per hectare will be lower. Certification 
bodies will be able to provide an estimate for your 
woodland. 

Group and Resource Manager Certification

Forest certification requires an inspection team to make a field vi-
sit and examine relevant paperwork for each forest. The costs this 
entails per hectare would, therefore, be relatively high for small or 
medium sized properties. 

To make certification affordable and streamlined, the certification 
bodies have developed schemes by which several woodlands 
can be certified together as a group. Such group certifications 
are based on the idea that costs could be reduced considerably 
for the individual owner if only a sample of sites within a group 
is visited each year. This would require reasonable consistency 
of management between different holdings in the group. Ideally, 
the certificate is issued to an umbrella organisation such as an 
owners‘ or marketing association or management firm, which 
ensures some level of internal monitoring, as this would further 
reduce certification costs. 

The following „groups“ could be suitable for group certification 
schemes: a single owner (individual, trust or company) with 
scattered holdings, a forest owners association, a forest manager 
or management firm managing woodlands on behalf of diffe-
rent owners, a timber marketing association, a co-operative of 
neighbouring owners. Other groups may also be appropriate. The 
FSC UK Advisory Service can provide details of all existing group 
schemes. 

Group Certification has the advantage of reduced sampling rates. 
Normally, with individual certificates, each woodland needs to 
be inspected annually but in a Group scheme only one third 
of the properties need be visited in any one year; if the Group 
Co-ordinator carries out a well-documented monitoring system 
the certification body may be able to further reduce sampling in-
tensity; costs are therefore reduced because of reduced sampling 
by the certification body; the Group may also decide to market its 
products together, for example there are already FSC endorsed 
Group Schemes that market charcoal together; the Group may 
be able to share management overheads such as using the same 
contractors and sharing management advice from consultants.

There are however some disadvantages to Group Certification. 
If one member of the Group fails an inspection then the whole 
Group automatically fails. Also, the Group Co-ordinator may 
require payment which could offset some of the savings made. 
Payment may be worthwhile if there are major savings being 
made by undertaking certification in a Group and if other services, 
such as marketing, lead to increased profitability. 
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Resource Manager Certification

This is another type of Group Certification and 
therefore has the advantages and disadvantages of 
woodland Group Certification schemes detailed above. 
In this case however it is the manager who receives 
the certification rather than a group of woodlands. The 
manager of several woodlands can apply to have their 
systems, policies and a sample of the woodlands they 
manage inspected by the certification body. A certified 
resource manager can then allow any of their clients, 
whose woodlands meet the certification standard, 
access to the FSC trademarks. Unlike the Group 
Certification scheme above, no Group Co-ordinator 
need be appointed as the Resource Manager takes this 
role on automatically. 

There are several FSC endorsed Resource Managers 
in the UK, some of whom are not charging their clients 
extra for their services now that they have Resource 
Manager Certification. Contact the FSC UK Advisory 
Service for further details. 

Small and Low-Intensity Managed Woodlands

FSC certification is now more affordable and accessi-
ble to owners and managers of small woodlands and 
woodlands managed under low intensity systems due to 
a new policy that sets out the requirements for forests 
and woodlands of less than 100 hectares to meet to gain 
them full FSC certification.  This is reflected in the new 
‘small and low-intensity managed woodlands’ (SLIM) 
category in the UKWAS.  FSC certification can be carried 
out under a modified set of procedures which stream-
line the technical requirements forest managers need 
to meet, including changes to sampling levels, simpler 
administration processes and a reduction in the number 
of reviews needed. The procedures also place greater 
emphasis on the involvement of local rather than national 
interest groups. And, most importantly, this means a 
significant reduction in the cost of FSC certification, 
which has previously proved a major obstacle for small 
woodland owners and managers.   Group Certification 
Schemes will further benefit, where each group members 
own 100ha and below.

Non Timber Forest Products

FSC certification is certification of the forest as a 
whole system; not simply certification of the trees in 
the forest. This means that there is the potential for 
other forest products to carry the FSC Trademarks 
as well as timber or roundwood: nuts, moss, honey, 
meat, fruit. The only limitation is what the forest 
produces. 

In April 1998, the FSC published a policy on 
certification and labelling of Non Timber Forest 
Products (NTFPs) which allowed certification bodies 
to certify and approve labelling of NTFPs using their 
in-house Standards that had been approved by FSC. 
FSC National Initiatives have drafted specific 
standards for NTFPs in their areas. Some of these 
NTFP Standards have been approved, including the 
management of deer in UK forests.  In UK forests 
there is the potential for many NTFPs to be 
commercially developed: FSC certified venison is 
already on the market.

Any forest owner or manager interested in NTFP 
certification should contact the FSC UK Advisory 
Service for further information.

FSC UK Advisory Service

Our free Advisory Service is able to answer all queries 
related to the FSC system, including FSC certificate 
verification and basic product searches. We also have 
a Subscription Service for organisations needing more 
support and we offer a range of training and 
consultancy options.

FSC certified forests in the UK

FSC UK is developing a map of forests certified to 
FSC standards in the UK.  This map can be found at 
www.fsc-uk.org/ukforests


