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How do we grow the land cover of productive, 
sustainable tropical forests? 

• Certification has been a pioneer in 
sustainable forest management

• But, success in the tropics has been 
limited

• Now, its influence and land under 
management seems to be declining

• Can VPA / FLEGT processes offer 
mutual benefits and 
complementary outcomes? 



While voluntary certification set high standards in one concession area, government-
led FLEGT reforms raise standards across entire landscapes. Combined, they are 
much more likely to have a significant impact on wider sustainability. 

FLEGT aims:

• to promote policy and legal 
reform,

• to strengthen governance 
and transparency,

• to build capacity in terms of 
improved law enforcement 
and product traceability, and

• to ensure proper capture of 
forest revenues.  
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Voluntary schemes have struggled to succeed in the difficult operating environments of the tropics. 
These challenges can only be overcome by government-led reforms 

Voluntary certification has met with significant barriers to 

increasing sustainable forest management in developing 

tropical countries

Since certification is seldom a legal requirement, 1

certified operators may relinquish their certificates at any 

time 2

PERMANENCE

The schemes are generally confined to elements that can 

be controlled at the FMU level and audits are unable to 

check compliance with legal, environmental 

or social elements that are framed by wider 

policy and for which compliance is a state responsibility. 

SCALE

A criticism of certification is that it is based on 

commercial arrangement between certification 

bodies and operators, both of whom have an advantage in 

seeing audits succeed.

TRANSPARANCY & 
ACCOUNTABILITY

Framing environmental, social, economic standards in legislation 
and establishing a system that ensures and demonstrates application of these, 

guarantees a long-term perspective that is unlikely to be achieved in situations 

where individual FMU managers may choose to terminate their certification.

Reformation processes on legality have already resulted in more secure rights, 

more equitable benefit sharing and greater government accountability in 

partner countries 

LEGISLATIVE REFORM

Application at the national, rather than FMU level, allows achievement of 

landscape-wide implementation of improved practices, including effective protection of 

ecosystem functions and biodiversity as well as rights allocation, contract terms and fiscal 

policy

VPAs include a transparency annex that set out what information must 

be made publicly available and how it can be accessed. 

A fundamental requirement for all VPAs is that decisions on the structure of TLASs must be 

deliberated and agreed by affected stakeholders, including private 

sector operators and civil society organisations, as well as 

involved government agencies

STAKEHOLDER

PARTICIPATION

FLEGT processes introduce improved checks and balances that help 

attract long-term investments in the forest sector and beyond. 

IMPACTS OF 

GOVERNANCE REFORM

The reforms by partner countries agreed under the FLEGT Action 

Plan make important contributions to sustainable forestry that are 

beyond the scope of voluntary certification

OVERSIGHT & SCRUTINY
All FLEGT VPAs require periodic independent audits, during which 

qualified third-party bodies check that the system defined in the agreement is 

being implemented, and that it remains effective in ensuring that only legally-

produced timber products are licensed for export. 



FLEGT/ VPA already meet most requirements of FSC/ PEFC
How can we recognise this synergy?

Paying twice.. …to be certified to similar standards.. ..leads to low coverage

FSC 
Standard In Indonesia, the 

government SFM 
standard (PHPL) is 
estimated to cover 

around 60% of the 

requirements of FSC

The main difference between the two schemes is the need to invest in Reduced 
Impact Logging standards, and to set aside High Conservation Value areas within 
concessions.

In Ghana, the legal forest 
laws, strengthened by 

the FLEGT VPA process, 
fully 

or partially address 75
% of the criteria in FSC 

standards.

FSC certification has only achieved a coverage
of 2.8 million ha among natural forests
concessions in Indonesia.

Meanwhile, 12.4 million ha of natural forests
are certified to the national PHPL standards

Mandatory PHPL 
standards in Indonesia 

certified 12.4 
million ha

Voluntary 
certification 

2.8 million ha
Companies paying 
twice for similar 
audits



Expanding sustainable forest management practices 
across natural forests

THE

OPPORTUNITY

Certification schemes 
share the same 
OBJECTIVE

Matching new 
SOURCES OF SUPPLY 
to high levels of 
demand

Increasing supply of responsible timber

New FLEGT systems are bringing online significant areas of responsible 
timber per year, which are gradually being recognised by discerning 
markets.

Tapping into the high demand for responsible tropical 
timber

FLEGT is bringing companies to PEFC/FSC’s doorstep!



Summary 

• FLEGT / VPA brings multiple 
benefits to forest landscapes

• It raises standards at national 
scale – regardless of export to 
EU! 

• It also brings opportunity for 
Certification – shortening gap 
between legal and sustainable

• We need to recognise this 
synergy within auditing/ 
certification systems


