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The capacity of forests to act as a “carbon sink” – ab-
sorbing more CO2 than they emit – is decreasing and 
needs to be reversed, the European Commission said 
in September 2020 when it presented its 2030 climate 
target plan.

“We need a growing sink in order for the EU to achieve 
climate neutrality by 2050,” the EU executive said, 
calling for improved forest management as well as “re- 
and afforestation” initiatives to restore degraded land 
and preserve biodiversity.

In this special report, EURACTIV looks at Europe’s up-
coming forest strategy and how it intends to plant “at 
least 3 billion additional trees in the EU by 2030.”
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The complex role of forests in 
regulating the Earth’s climate 
is set to become one of the most 

contentious issues in the upcoming 
revision of Europe’s energy and 
climate laws.

With its forestry policy, the 
European Commission will be seeking 
to balance three objectives: drawing 
down climate-warming CO2 from 
the atmosphere, preserving natural 
habitats for biodiversity, and sourcing 
raw materials to replace fossil fuels 
used for energy.

“If you want to serve three purposes 
with one tree – which is biodiversity, 
carbon sink and bioenergy – you need 
three trees,” an EU official said at a 
press briefing last week. “We need 
more trees, to be very blunt.”

To achieve just that, the 
Commission is expected to present an 

EU Forest Strategy on Wednesday (14 
July), which will include “a roadmap 
for planting at least 3 billion additional 
trees in the EU by 2030.”

“Tree planting is particularly 
beneficial in cities, while in rural areas 
it can work well with agroforestry, 
landscape features and increased 
carbon sequestration,” the EU 
executive said in its biodiversity 
strategy, presented in May last year.

The role of bioenergy is 
controversial though, because 
it requires trees to be felled and 
burned in power plants, where they 
immediately release CO2. According 
to environmentalists, this creates a 
“carbon debt” that can take decades 
to pay back as new trees are planted 
and suck an equivalent amount of CO2 
from the atmosphere.

For others, the cycle of planting 

and cutting trees is part of sustainable 
forest management practices which 
should be regarded as carbon neutral 
– or even carbon negative in cases
where planted areas are expanding.
And with climate change taking its
toll on forestry ecosystems, the active
management of forests will become all 
the more necessary, they argue.

Whichever path the European 
Commission chooses, it will likely 
meet with heavy criticism.

THE ‘RIGHT BIOMASS’

The executive’s climate chief, Frans 
Timmermans, has already nailed his 
colours to the mast, saying biomass 
will be necessary to help Europe meet 
its renewable energy targets.

“Without biomass, we’re not going 
to make it. We need biomass in the 
mix, but we need the right biomass 

Continued on Page 5

Forests are key habitats for biodiversity and are also a vital tool in 
reducing global CO2 levels.

Forestry and carbon sinks: Damned 
if you do, damned if you don’t 
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in the mix,” he told EURACTIV in a 
recent interview.

According to Timmermans, 
biomass can be sourced from by-
products of the wood industry, using 
material such as bark, sawdust, and 
tree tops, which are left on the ground 
after timber is harvested.

“In primal forests, if you maintain 
them, there’s always a lot of biomass 
that you can take out – you even 
help the forest by doing that. Or, in 
production forests, you never use 
100% of a tree. There’s maybe close to 
20% of the tree that you can’t use for 
construction or other industries,” he 
explained.

But there is concern about whether 
all the biomass used in Europe will fall 
under the Commission’s definition of 
what Timmermans calls “the right 
biomass.”

Only last week, Greenpeace 
released a report criticising Europe’s 
rules around what type of biomass 
is counted as contributing towards 
its renewable energy targets, saying 
these have led to the destruction and 
degradation of Estonian forests.

Environmental NGOs are 
calling for drastic changes to the 
sustainability criteria for biomass 
spelled out in the EU’s renewable 
energy directive, which is coming 
up for a revision on Wednesday. 
According to WWF, there needs to be 
meaningful restrictions on the role of 
bioenergy.

“Fighting the climate emergency 
without changing the EU’s biomass 
rules is like trying to bail out a boat 
with a hole in the bottom. To plug the 
gap, we must limit incentives under 
the renewable energy directive to fast-
decaying wastes and residues with no 
other uses,” said Alex Mason, senior 

policy officer at WWF.

Meanwhile, the industry argues 
that the sustainability criteria for 
biomass under the renewable energy 
directive are still fit for purpose and 
should not be changed.

Reopening it is troublesome for 
the industry, especially as the current 
criteria, set up in 2018, is facing delays 
in being rolled out, said Giulia Laura 
Cancian, policy director at Bioenergy 
Europe, a trade organisation.

“If they remain as they are right 
now [in leaked draft legislation], they 
could cause disruptions in the market 
especially for small operators that will 
be confronted with impossible red 
tape and retroactive measures,” she 
warned.

BALANCING ECONOMY 
AND CLIMATE IN 
FORESTRY

The industry has also voiced 
concern about the forest strategy, 
also due to be released on Wednesday, 
that will decide the future of Europe’s 
forests.

Ideas contained in a leaked draft 
of the strategy promote a hierarchy 
that is biased against bioenergy, the 
industry says.

“Bioenergy was not perceived 
as one of the pieces of the puzzle 
that works in synergy with the rest 
of the forest sector,” Cancian told 
EURACTIV.

Worries are also being expressed 
in the European Parliament. In a 
letter to the European Commission, 
the biggest parliamentary group, the 
centre-right European People’s Party 
(EPP), criticised the draft strategy, 
warning of an imbalance between 
forestry’s role in tackling climate 

change and the wider economic 
function of forests, which provide 
jobs in rural areas.

The draft strategy undermines 
sustainable forest management, 
the MEPs warned, adding: “It 
focuses disproportionately on the 
environmental side, promotes 
passive forestry and risks causing 
unwanted industrial relocation 
outside of Europe and therefore loss 
of competitiveness in the EU.”

NGOs, on the other hand, have 
welcomed the Commission’s draft 
forestry strategy. WWF hailed what 
it described as a robust, Europe-wide 
framework to monitor the status 
of forests, and targets for restoring 
degraded forest ecosystems.

“The draft EU Forest Strategy is a 
sign that the European Commission 
has listened and is taking a crucial 
step in the right direction,” said 
Sabien Leemans, senior biodiversity 
policy officer at WWF European 
Policy Office.

The forest NGO, Fern, has said 
the draft strategy would be a huge 
improvement on its predecessor, 
particularly regarding improved 
tracking of forests, beyond just old-
growth trees, to managed forests.

“This is an opportunity to actually 
prove that all of the initiatives 
under the biodiversity strategy are 
things that the EU is serious about 
addressing,” said Fern’s Kelsey 
Perlman.

“Given the governmental and 
industry backlash against more 
transparency and democratic debate, 
I think that says a lot about how little 
the industry wants to show off their 
practices,” she added.

Continued from Page 4
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Europe will need to increase the 
amount of carbon stored by its 
forests and wetlands to meet a 

new, more ambitious target for carbon 
removals in Europe, according to a 
leaked policy draft seen by EURACTIV.

The capacity of European forests to 
absorb CO2 “has been shrinking” over 
the years, warned EU climate chief 
Frans Timmermans as he presented 
the bloc’s 2030 climate goals in 
September last year.

“The sink has to go back to its 
previous levels” if Europe wants to 
reach climate neutrality and preserve 
biodiversity at the same time, he said.

To achieve this, the European 

Commission is placing its hopes on 
the land use, land use change and 
forestry (LULUCF) regulation, which 
tackles emissions from agriculture 
and forestry.

A leaked draft of the updated 
regulation, due to be published on 
Wednesday (14 July), shows that the 
European Commission wants to build 
up the amount of carbon stored to 310 
million tonnes by 2030.

That is up from the 263 million 
tonnes in 2018, according to the 
Commission. The number is the net 
total once the amount of carbon 
captured is balanced against the 
carbon released by land use practices.

The increase was part of a 
political agreement made during 
the negotiations on Europe’s climate 
law. A push to sequester 310 million 
tonnes of CO2 could see Europe’s net 
emissions reduce by around 57% by 
2030 – just shy of the 60% reduction 
the European Parliament was calling 
for.

“I think it’s a healthy level of 
ambition. Any less would not be in 
line with the challenge of climate 
neutrality. Whether more is possible 
is difficult to say, to be honest,” said 
Andreas Graf, project manager for EU 
energy policy at the think tank Agora 
Energiewende.

“In Germany, one has anticipated 

Continued on Page 7

Forests and other carbon sinks have come into the spotlight as Europe talks about ‘net’ emissions 
targets, but campaigners say more ambition is needed to boost their role in tackling climate change 

[Albrecht Fietz / Pixabay]

EU plan puts spotlight on carbon 
sinks to tackle climate change 
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business-as-usual practices would 
actually lead to a decline of the net 
sink over the coming years. So very 
different than an increase. Germany 
has its work cut out for it to reverse 
that,” he told EURACTIV.

Under the draft policy proposal, 
EU countries will be assigned a 
binding target is for carbon removals 
as of 2025. This is expected to be 
contentious, as EU countries are 
able to shoulder different levels of 
removals depending on their climate 
and the state of their forests and 
agriculture. In places like Sweden and 
Finland, pressure from the forestry 
and wood industries is expected to be 
high.

Across Europe, the increased 
ambition will require a huge 
turnaround to grow carbon sinks, 
which are set to decline to -225 
million tonnes under a business-as-
usual scenario.

Carbon farming could help achieve 
that. The leaked LULUCF draft talks 
about “new business models based on 
carbon farming incentives,” adding 
that “certification of carbon removals 
need to be increasingly deployed in 
the run up to 2030”.

Restoring carbon sinks can only 
happen if farmers and forest owners 
are encouraged with financial 
incentives, says Artur Runge-
Metzger, director at the European 
Commission’s department for climate 
action.

“The Commission intends to 
establish an EU certification system,” 
Runge-Metzger told EURACTIV in 
October last year, saying “there is 
growing interest in so-called ‘carbon 
farming’” as a way for governments 
to “incentivise the uptake of carbon in 

soils or vegetation”.

Peter Liese is a German lawmaker 
from the European People’s Party 
(EPP), the largest political group in 
the European Parliament.

He says “farmers and forest owners 
should use a carbon credit scheme, 
for example, to participate in efforts 
of other sectors such as aviation 
and private companies such as food 
producing companies. These can be 
carbon neutral when they support 
afforestation and methodologies to 
increase sinks in agriculture,” he said 
in a statement.

Once the accounting system is 
robust enough, Runge-Metzger says 
those credits could be brought under 
the emissions trading scheme, the 
EU’s carbon market.

CLIMATE CONCERNS

However, climate campaigners 
have been less enthusiastic about the 
draft. Alex Mason from WWF says it 
does not show enough ambition on 
the amount of carbon that could be 
sequestered.

“We and others are calling for 
600 million tonnes. The reason for 
that is because we think the climate 
emergency – as Greta Thunberg says 
– should be treated as an emergency
and that means we have to go a lot
faster to have any hope of staying
below 1.5°C and avoiding passing
tipping points,” he told EURACTIV.

Reaching such a high level 
of sequestration would mean a 
significant reduction in forest 
harvesting, reduced demand for short 
term wood products, a more circular 
economy and rewetting cropland to 
return it to peatland.

In the European Parliament, the 
socialists and democrats (S&D) group 
appears to agree. Delara Burkhardt, 
a German MEP who is designated 
LULUCF spokeswoman for the S&D, 
said the EU goal needs to be examined 
more closely to see if more ambition 
can be achieved.

There are also concerns about 
the European Commission’s plan 
to include non-CO2 agriculture 
emissions in the scope from 2031. 
The aim would be to reach net zero 
emission agriculture by 2035 and 
agriculture with negative emissions 
by 2036.

Campaigners have warned 
against putting too much emphasis 
on sink removals because they are 
not permanent. For instance, forest 
fires could destroy a carbon sink and 
release those emissions back into the 
atmosphere.

Alongside this, there are concerns 
that it will remove the incentive for 
the agriculture sector to decarbonise.

“We think it’s a bad idea to be 
treating those two emissions and 
removals as directly equivalent and 
it’s also not clear why agriculture – 
fertiliser use and intensive livestock 
farming – why that should be gifted 
the forest carbon sink rather than any 
other sector,” said Mason.

Continued from Page 6
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Petri Sarvamaa from the European People’s Party speaking at the plenary 
session on the European forest strategy [Laurie DIEFFEMBACQ / EP]
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Sustainable forest management 
– considering social, economic 
and ecological aspects on an 

equal footing – is key to keeping 
Europe’s forests healthy and must 
be supported by EU legislation in 
order to reach the bloc’s 2030 climate 
goals, according to Finnish MEP Petri 
Sarvamaa.

Petri Sarvamaa is a Finnish MEP for 
the European People’s Party (EPP) and 
lead author of a European Parliament 
report on the EU’s forest strategy. He spoke 
to EURACTIV’s Kira Taylor ahead of the 
release of the European Commission’s ‘Fit 
for 55’ package of climate legislation.

The European Commission is due 

to table a revised renewable energy 
directive (RED II) on 14 July. What 
role do you see for biomass in meeting 
the EU’s 2030 targets on renewable 
energy?

It is a little unclear to me whether 
reopening RED II now at this stage is 
overall a good idea. I understand the 

Continued on Page 9

Finnish MEP: Sustainable forest 
management must be supported by 

EU climate legislation
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name – Fit for 55 – says that you have 
to review everything to achieve the 
overall target of CO2 reductions. But 
I remain a little bit reserved about the 
wisdom of reopening it at this stage 
because it will be the industry, more 
than anyone else, who will be actually 
doing this. It’s their environment, 
their investments, the way they 
operate, where they operate, and 
where they invest.

Revising this directive is going to 
take a couple of years. And whatever 
the Commission does now, they 
should restrict themselves to not 
doing an overhaul of the whole 
thing, but rather just a little detailed 
correction.

I would say that the Commission 
should really not limit the industry 
access to sustainable material use of 
forest-based biomass because this 
is one of the key building blocks 
towards a circular bioeconomy, and at 
the same time, achieving those very 
same climate targets.

The industrial ecosystem, I 
think, has proven quite successful 
in reducing CO2 emissions and 
forestry plays a huge part in all this. 
It’s a significant component for many 
parts of the green economy – you 
have biochemicals, packaging, for 
instance.

The European Commission estimates 
that renewable energy generation 
must roughly double – from around 
20% now to 38-40% in 2030 – in 
order to meet the EU’s updated climate 
goals. Does this imply a doubling in 
biomass generation too? Would you 
support such an objective?

When the share of renewables 
grows, the demand for biomass will 
naturally also increase. However, 

the calculation from doubling the 
renewables to doubling biomass is 
not that straightforward. There are 
other sources of renewable energy as 
well, so other factors also need to be 
taken into account.

Environmental NGOs have warned 
that bioenergy creates a “carbon debt” 
that will take years to reabsorb as new 
trees grow. Are you worried about this 
as well?

I think we should first get the stats 
about the state of forests in Europe. 
We talk about debt. It’s always very 
relative. The forest area in Europe has 
increased by 9% over the last 30 years 
and is more than one-third of Europe’s 
land surface – about 35% is forest.

If you look in more detail at 
the numbers, the volume of wood 
and the weight of carbon stored in 
European forests have grown by 50% 
over the last 30 years. Only a part of 
the increment has been harvested 
and about three-quarters of the net 
annual wood increment is felled. 
So the volume of wood supply has 
grown and is 40% more than it was in 
1990. The area of forests designated 
for biodiversity conservation has 
increased by 65% in 20 years and 
the area designated for landscape 
conservation has grown by 8%.

When considering carbon debt, 
we need to remember that we can 
use forests and wood in different 
products. It’s not like you are felling 
trees to burn them. We use them to 
substitute fossil-based raw materials 
and products.

If our forests keep growing at this 
rate – the part of Europe where I come 
from, it’s an astronomically different 
story than the rest of Europe – how 
much we have increased our wood 

mass in the last 30 years is staggering. 
With these wood-based products, we 
can substitute fossil-based products 
and work on carbon storage at the 
same time. I see it as a win: win 
situation.

Do you believe that biomass or 
bioenergy should always be regarded 
as carbon neutral? What are the 
exceptions, if any?

Like I said, with biomass it’s 
possible to substitute fossil-based 
fuel sources for energy. The key here 
is that trees and forests are not cut 
for energy use. If we look at modern 
forestry, trees are not cut for energy 
use or just plain biomass. The energy 
from burning wood – it comes from 
residues, such as from industry, from 
timber harvest and different stages of 
forest development.

Wood is obtained for different 
purposes, so we use every part of the 
tree for the best possible purpose 
in a resource-efficient way – that’s 
how it works nowadays if forests are 
sustainably managed. The bottom 
part of the tree is used for long-
duration wood products and wood 
construction. The middle part of the 
tree is pulpwood and that’s used for 
pulp and products derived from pulp.

When the opponents of what I call 
sustainable forest management say 
that you should not just make pulp out 
of trees, they are either intentionally 
or unintentionally not knowing 
what they’re talking about. They’re 
forgetting that from the middle 
part of the tree, you get all kinds of 
products, such as paperboard, textile 
fibres, composites, bioproducts, 
hygiene, medical items and this list 
is growing all the time the more we 
invest in research and development 
and innovation. So it is the industrial 

Continued on Page 10

Continued from Page 8
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Continued on Page 11

residue streams that are used for 
bioenergy.

The question of whether biomass 
is carbon neutral – you have to look 
into this. It really can be carbon 
neutral and, even more so at the end of 
the day when we advance technology.

How can the EU ascertain the carbon 
footprint of the biomass imported 
in the EU? Should a verification and 
monitoring system be put in place?

If I speak for the Parliament’s 
forest strategy, we stressed the need 
to implement traceability measures 
for imports. We encouraged the 
European Commission and the 
member states to foster cooperation 
with third countries to consolidate 
higher standards of sustainability.

But we also stressed the need to 
foster the implementation of the 
current regulation that we have on 
timber – the EU timber regulation 
and also the Forest law enforcement 
governance and trade action plan.

With those tools to allow better 
prevention of the entry of illegally 
felled or illegally sourced wood, we 
sent this message already. I also think 
that there is a need for certification 
systems and for the inclusion of 
specific provisions of sustainable 
forest management in trade 
agreements so those should be better 
incorporated.

Moving onto the Forest Strategy, the 
European Commission is also planning 
to table it on Wednesday and the EPP 
has sent a letter criticising the leaked 
draft. What are your expectations?

I really hope that, at the last 
minute, the Commission would take 

a correcting step back to make it 
more balanced because [the leaked 
draft version of the strategy] is not 
balanced. It simply doesn’t take 
the same approach to community 
needs and social aspects and most 
importantly, to economic factors of 
the forest strategy. I was really afraid 
that this was what was going to come 
out from the Commission and now we 
will see.

My only hope is that this last 
effort directly to the President of 
the Commission with the whole EPP 
leadership behind this, could have 
them take one more look and have 
little corrections here and there to 
make it more balanced because now 
it’s almost building the whole strategy 
on forest protection and underlying 
concepts that are only one part of the 
picture.

The report you drafted on the forest 
strategy talked about the aspects 
of forest management having to be 
balanced with the climate benefits 
of forests. How does this work 
in practice? How do you think 
sustainable forest management should 
be defined?

ou harvest in order to make the 
forest stronger and more resilient 
– that’s one of the key aspects. You 
have to harvest the forest to use wood 
in order to have a long term strategy 
for how the forests also contribute to 
climate change.

Because if you don’t, what you 
end up with is having more storage 
and sink in the short term. Those 
scientists who keep telling us that 
it’s indisputable that the less you cut 
trees, the more carbon the forest will 
store, they are right, but they are only 
right for the next 20 years. Then the 

curve starts to decline.

In the end, if you don’t do it 
in balance and you deviate from 
what I think is sustainable forest 
management, if you keep on going on 
down that track, then after 50 years, 
for our kids and their grandchildren 
etc, it will be a totally different picture.

Yes, we have to act now as far as 
climate is concerned. But you have 
to understand, first of all, that there 
needs to be a right mix of trees in the 
forest. And two, that there is careful 
planning on exactly what parts of the 
forest you fell and what parts of the 
forest you fell altogether.

This is one of the biggest monsters 
for those who want to emphasise the 
protection of forests – that you should 
not go and cut all trees from any 
parts of the forest. I would slightly 
disagree because felling is needed 
in some cases and there is really no 
solid science to prove that this would 
diminish biodiversity for example.

Could something like carbon credits 
enable more sustainable management? 
How do you think these could work?

No. To give a short answer, you 
have to be very careful. It can go 
wrong in so many places because the 
worst-case scenario is that forests 
become passive assets. And, after they 
become passive, we enter a vicious 
circle where the forest becomes more 
vulnerable to risks, such as fires, that 
would reduce their ability to adapt to 
climate change.

Everything is connected to 
everything. If you interfere too much 
and subsidise forest owners for not 
harvesting their forests, then there is 
a very clear risk and it’s down the road 

Continued from Page 9
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sooner than you would expect.

Your report talked about the 
forest strategy needing to bridge 
the gap between national level 
implementation and EU level 
targets. How does this work 
and how can the forest strategy 
encompass the huge divergence in 
the nature of and biodiversity in 
forests across Europe?

The forest strategy, if it’s 
balanced and equally takes into 
account the three aspects –  
ecological, economic and social 
– is a very good tool to oversee the 
connection between forests and
climate change.

The whole problem goes 
back to how the Commission 
drafted the forest strategy. What 
happened was that DG CLIMA and 
DG ENVI overstepped and pushed 
aside DG AGRI in the preparation 
work for the strategy. This led to a 
situation where it’s not in balance 
anymore. The strategy that was 
leaked, if it’s not corrected, it’s just 
going to bring more problems.

At best, it becomes a paper 
that is not meaningful to all the 
players in the field. That would 
be very, very regrettable because 
the important players are the 
industry, the innovators, and 
those making the investments 
and growing the trees and the 
wood mass in Europe.

We all agree that we should 
grow the wood mass, but these 
people only talk about growing 
the sinks.

How do you get there, that’s 
the real question. The forest 

strategy they leaked is not helping 
in my view. It’s very contradictory 
in many cases. One side of the 
mouth is talking about climate, 
the other side of the mouth is 
at the same time saying that we 
have to protect the forest, and 
then another part of the mouth 
is saying that, yes, but we have to 
increase the carbon storage and 
sinks and double them.

If you take a map of Europe 
and see which countries can 
contribute to growing the sink, 
you have a much more complex 
picture. You just cannot simply 
tell member states like Finland 
and Sweden to keep doing more, 
more and more and more – how 
much more can you do?

Continued from Page 10
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“We need to monitor better, we need to scrutinise better, we need to implement 
better,” said Ville Niinistö MEP about how to care for Europe’s depleted forests 

[Jan VAN DE VEL / EP]
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Voluntary schemes have not 
been enough to protect 
biodiversity in Europe’s forests 

and more coordinated measures are 
needed to protect nature in the EU, 
according to Green lawmaker Ville 
Niinistö.

Ville Niinistö is a former Finnish 
minister of environment and is now a 
member of the European Parliament for 
the Greens. He spoke to EURACTIV’s 
Kira Taylor in the run-up to the Fit for 55 
package of climate legislation, published 
on 14 July.

What role do you see for biomass in 
meeting the EU’s 2030 targets on 
renewable energy?

It is obvious that renewable energy 
is one of the solutions to the climate 

crisis. But the upscaling of renewable 
energy and the future 100% renewable 
energy system must also be based on 
living within planetary boundaries 
and the appropriate biodiversity 
criteria.

So the role of biomass should be 
limited to sustainable volumes of 
industrial waste and residues that 
cannot be used for higher-value 
products. And, as Greens, we would 
not like to see the growth of bioenergy. 
I would actually prefer a decrease – 
as fewer trees would be cut down for 
bioenergy and more of the harvested 
products would end up in long-lasting 
materials.

Environmental NGOs have warned 
that bioenergy creates a “carbon debt” 
that will take years to reabsorb as new 

trees grow. Are you worried about this 
as well?

I am. It is obvious that, when plants 
grow, they absorb CO2. The longer a 
tree grows, the more CO2 it absorbs. So 
when the trees are cut down, it takes a 
long time for the CO2 to be reabsorbed 
by the trees of the new forest, so we 
have to remember that old forests are 
also a form of huge carbon storage.

Not only do the annual sinks 
count, but also if you cut an old forest, 
then you will also lose a lot of the 
CO2 that is being held in the soil. We 
need to take into account the climate 
emergency and we cannot cut into our 
carbon sinks to make very short-term 
products like energy, where the CO2 
is directly emitted having taken years 
to build up. We should aim at making 

Continued on Page 13

Green MEP: Voluntary schemes have 
failed biodiversity in forests
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long-lasting products, so the CO2 
absorbed stays in the product, out of 
the loop.

Do you believe that biomass or 
bioenergy should always be regarded 
as carbon neutral? What are the 
exceptions, if any?

Obviously, biomass is not carbon 
neutral. It’s just a question of how 
the rules can be made in a way 
that protects both biodiversity and 
sustainability in long term carbon 
sinks. Everybody knows it’s not 
carbon neutral – the IPCC knows it, 
the Commission knows it, even the 
industry knows it and the member 
states know it.

We have to narrow the area where 
biomass is being used as a pretext for 
cutting trees and is sold as a carbon 
neutral option. We know that any use 
of biomass, especially when burning 
for energy does have negative side 
effects on nature and it also has 
negative effects on carbon sinks. We 
need to think about how to count new 
residues and waste streams in order 
to incentivise the best options.

How can the EU ascertain the carbon 
footprint of the biomass imported 
in the EU? Should a verification and 
monitoring system be put in place?

We need a verification and 
monitoring system, both within the 
EU and also for imported biomass. If 
we limit ourselves to burning residues 
and waste, then we don’t have to 
worry about the LULUCF side effects. 
But if we import primary biomass, the 
Commission could put the burden of 
proof on the supplier to ensure it is 
effectively counted in the LULUCF 
sector. The current system is far from 
perfect as LULUCF sector emission 
calculations vary from one country to 
he other so we have to make sure that 

how LULUCF emissions are counted is 
also scrutinised and is better for the 
climate. All of this is linked to what 
is in international conventions, so we 
also need to work there.

The bioenergy industry has 
argued against updating current 
sustainability criteria for biomass in 
the EU’s renewable energy directive. 
Do you think these rules are good 
enough or do you want to see tightened 
regulations around bioenergy?

We know that there is a high risk 
of erosion of biodiversity in Europe 
due to our lax rules on bioenergy. We 
have even evidence of 300-year-old 
trees in Lapland in Finland that are 
being burned for district heating and 
that is a monumental waste for the 
environment, for cultural heritage 
and also economically.

It’s obvious that the rules need 
to be updated. It’s a question of 
credibility for the European Union 
that, if we try to aim for a high target 
of renewables, then those renewables 
must be solidly sustainable.

The industry would probably argue 
that this is already the case and that 
current rules are simply not fully 
implemented yet. Their argument is 
that, by reopening the directive once 
again, policymakers risk creating 
instability. Do you think a revision is 
necessary or that the Commission just 
needs to come down harder on those 
who aren’t implementing the rules?

I think there needs to be both. 
We need to monitor better, we need 
to scrutinise better, we need to 
implement better. We have to make 
sure the member states are stricter 
in what they count towards their 
national target and also make sure 
that they can stop the negative side 
effects of biomass burning.

We know that Nordic countries, 
like Finland, Sweden or Denmark, 
domestically say that they don’t want 
this kind of biomass burning that 
has negative biodiversity effects. It’s 
even in their governments’ national 
programmes. The question is why do 
they still allow it and why they are 
even lobbying for giving that option 
in the EU legislation when everybody 
seems to be against it?

I think it’s obvious that we 
need stricter rules on biomass 
use within the renewable energy 
directive, but also we will need a 
better implementation. I would 
also like to emphasise that this is in 
the interest of those in the industry 
who develop added-value products, 
higher-end products that are aiming 
for sustainable energy solutions also 
within the area of bioeconomy. It’s 
better for their products because they 
will get a higher market for their more 
sustainable products if the negative 
products that have side effects on 
biodiversity are excluded from the 
market.

The European Commission is also 
planning to table a new EU forests 
strategy. What are your expectations?

I expect to see a forest strategy that 
for the first time acknowledges that 
the majority of terrestrial biodiversity 
is in forests and that we can only 
protect these essential values for 
our future – the rich biodiversity of 
our forests – with environmental 
protection policies. It’s obvious that 
the forestry sector itself, and in any 
economic use of forests, must become 
more sustainable.

The majority of forests in Europe 
are currently managed. We see 
a deterioration of biodiversity in 
Europe. So it’s obvious that we 
need to shift to more ecological and 

Continued on Page 14
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sustainable forest management 
methods as well. And the forestry 
sector has to acknowledge this. They 
can’t claim to be more climate and 
biodiversity-friendly than they are, 
that would only be greenwashing.

Europe’s forests are in a bad state and 
their ability to capture carbon has 
decreased – what is needed to turn this 
around? Will the forest strategy be 
enough to fix this?

I think it’s obvious that any 
voluntary schemes we’ve had so 
far – the Forest Europe process, 
where the ministries of agriculture 
and forests have been meeting – 
they have not been able to produce 
methods for improving biodiversity 
in European forests. Furthermore, 
voluntary certification schemes such 
as the BSC are clearly not enough and 
more coordinated measures must 
be introduced. The European Union 
needs to be involved there.

It’s hard to imagine effective EU 
policies for the protection of forests 
and biodiversity values without also 
promoting more sustainable forest 
management practices. So the forest 
strategy draft is addressing the right 
questions. It’s a step in the right 
direction, but a lot more needs to 
happen in order to make sure that 
biodiversity and forests are protected.

How do you think sustainable forest 
management should be defined? Could 
schemes like carbon credits perhaps 
help incentivise good management?

I think we need both – different 
kinds of forest management practices, 
where we take into account the 
biodiversity impact. We need more 
natural forests, more continuous 
growth, more multispecies forest, 
fewer fertilisers and we need to let the 

forest grow older to have more old-
growth forests. This means we need 
to grow forestation in order to make 
sure that the biodiversity networks 
are strong enough in Europe to halt 
the loss of biodiversity.

Similarly, at the same time, the 
forest management practices, need 
to be such that any economic use of 
forest can create economic income 
from forests without limiting the 
biodiversity. And there should be 
a big role also for restoration and 
reforestation to achieve the kind of 
carbon sinks that will help promote 
sustainable forestry. So I think 
there will need to be a focus for 
both environmental actions that are 
funded by governments and the EU, 
but also increased carbon sinks. And 
they should be interlinked.

Some MEPs have criticised the draft 
forest strategy for failing to maintain 
a balance between the role of climate 
and the economic role of forestry. Do 
you see that as an issue?

I think traditionally the 
environmental policies for 
biodiversity protection and forest 
management have been very separate 
areas of national decision making in 
forested countries in Europe. We need 
to see forests create a lot of income 
with eco-tourism, reindeer herding, 
and recreational value for citizens by 
way of health and relieving stress.

Forests are a source of income 
also when the trees are not cut and 
this multipurpose use of forests 
needs to be enshrined in how forests 
are managed. That means that the 
way the forestry industry works has 
to respect the biodiversity of forests 
more.

We have to create [policies], based 
on increasing the economic incentive 
to value these other services that 
forests provide, rather than only 
cutting down trees. I think this is a 
way of creating a better economic 
balance. We have to realise that 
forests are valuable as they are and 
not only as sold trees.

Obviously, in forested countries 
where there is a strong forest sector, 
the majority of forests will stay under 
economic use. But we just have to 
moderate the number of trees cut, and 
the methods of how they are being 
cut in order to support long term 
sustainability and biodiversity.

When it comes to transparency and 
accounting in the forestry industry, do 
you think improvements are needed?

Europe is the place to start. We 
need better inventories when it comes 
to how you account for things and that 
you realise that forest is also carbon 
storage. So you don’t only count the 
flux, but you also count the stock of 
carbon in forests.

Then we need to also get better 
at how our accounting takes into 
account biodiversity and how we can 
protect forests to stop the degradation 
of nature and the loss of biodiversity. 
These accounting rules are part of 
transparency in making sure that any 
forestry-related products can also be 
relied upon. When they say that the 
product is sustainable, we have to have 
accounting methods that can provide 
the facts behind the claim. I think it’s 
in the interest of the industry and it’s 
definitely in the interest of addressing 
global deforestation and stopping the 
loss of tropical forests that we create 
good accounting rules globally for the 
forestry sector.

Continued from Page 13
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The European Commission on 
Wednesday (14 July) unveiled 
plans to build up carbon sinks, 

like forests and wetlands, as part of a 
broader package of climate legislation 
aimed at achieving a 55% cut in 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 
compared to 1990 levels.

The EU’s 2030 climate plan will 
require a U-turn when it comes to 
managing European forests, whose 
capacity to absorb climate-warming 
CO2 from the atmosphere has been 

decreasing over the years, the EU 
executive said.

The Commission followed up on 
Friday (16 July) with a new EU forest 
strategy, which includes plans to plant 
three billion trees across the EU by 
2030.

The Forest Strategy seeks to 
increase “the quantity and quality 
of forests” in Europe, and “increase 
carbon sequestration through 
enhanced sinks and stocks” as a way to 

mitigate global warming, the European 
Commission said in a statement.

“Forests are an essential ally in 
the fight against climate change 
and biodiversity loss. They function 
as carbon sinks and help us reduce 
the impacts of climate change, for 
example by cooling down cities, 
protecting us from heavy flooding, 
and reducing drought impact,” the EU 
executive said.

Under the revision of the land 

Continued on Page 16

The European Commission wants to develop a “‘closer-to-nature’ voluntary certification 
scheme, so that the most biodiversity friendly management practices could benefit from an 

EU quality label.” [Photo: Frédéric Simon]

Seeing the woods: EU lays out plan 
to capture more carbon from forests 
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Continued on Page 17

use, land use change and forestry 
(LULUCF) regulation, Europe will go 
from capturing 263 million tonnes of 
carbon in 2018 to 310 million by 2030.

That is a huge shift in ambition 
as sinks were expected to decline 
under business as usual rules to only 
225 million tonnes by the end of the 
decade.

Carbon sinks are crucial to tackling 
climate but they have seen a decline 
over the years because of natural 
disasters like fires and pests, which 
are becoming more frequent because 
of climate change.

“All is not well in our woods,” 
warned environment commissioner 
Virginijus Sinkevičius. “We must 
ensure that all our ecosystems are 
restored, resilient and adequately 
protected and of course, that it works 
for the planet, for health and, of 
course, the health of our citizens, 
but also the competitiveness of our 
economy.”

EU countries already report on 
CO2 emissions from the LULUCF 
sector, but from 2026, they will face 
individual targets for carbon capture. 
Those will be decided by the end of 
2025, a process that could be divisive 
as EU governments will need to decide 
how countries will share the burden of 
carbon removals among themselves.

Nordic countries stand to lose the 
most from the negotiation. In Finland 
alone, the forestry sector employs 
15% of industrial workers, while in 
Sweden the forestry industry employs 
over 60,000 people directly and is 
indirectly responsible for around 
200,000 jobs.

Delara Burkhardt, a German MEP 
for the Socialists and Democrats 
(S&D) in the European Parliament, 
welcomed the Commission’s proposal 
to introduce national targets for 
carbon sinks, saying this will 
provide EU member states with clear 
responsibility.

COUNTING THE TREES

The Europe Commission laid out 
plans to improve the counting of 
forests to simplify the implementation 
of the LULUCF regulation. In October, 
it will table “a legal proposal to step up 
forest monitoring, reporting and data 
collection in the EU” in order to better 
understand the evolution of Europe’s 
forests.

This will include mapping of 
primary and old-growth forests across 
Europe, in view of establishing a “strict 
protection” regime for them. This will 
be based on a common EU definition 
of old-growth and primary forests 
which is currently being discussed in 
EU expert groups.

Similarly, the European 
Commission is working on 
streamlining forest sustainability 
certification schemes, with 
the establishment of common 
benchmarks and thresholds. “And 
it’s not easy to reach because of the 
diversity of forests we have around 
the EU,” Sinkevičius said. 

In addition, the forest strategy 
is accompanied by a roadmap for 
planting three billion additional trees 
across Europe by 2030.

The strategy also lays out the 
changes needed to improve the 
quality and quantity of Europe’s 

forests, including more mixed forests 
with different species and ages of 
trees.

Trees need to be planted with 
awareness of biodiversity. Simply 
planting one tree species could 
actually have a negative impact on the 
local habitat and biodiversity, even if 
it improves carbon sequestration.

“Not all trees planted can be called 
a forest, and that is why we will go a 
step ahead looking at specific areas, 
specific species, which can be planted 
and create the forest of the future,” 
Sinkevičius said.

INCENTIVES TO BUILD 
CARBON SINKS

Carbon farming could be a way 
to incentivise building up Europe’s 
carbon sinks. By the end of 2021, the 
EU will put forward a communication 
on a carbon removal certification 
that could see farmers and foresters 
sell these carbon permits to help 
businesses offset their emissions.

“Forest owners and managers need 
drivers and financial incentives to be 
able to provide ecosystem services for 
forest protection and the restoration 
to increase the resilience of their 
forests through the adoption of most 
biomass and biodiversity-friendly 
forest management practices,” 
Sinkevičius said.

But there have been mixed 
reactions to this. In the European 
Parliament, the centre-right European 
People’s Party (EPP) has welcomed the 
idea as something that could help give 
a financial incentive to protect forests.

But the S&D’s Burkhardt is more 

Continued from Page 15
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reserved about this: “I am sceptical 
whether a robust certification system 
for these activities can be developed 
at all.”

ENVIRONMENTAL 
GROUPS DENOUNCE LACK 
OF AMBITION

WWF, the global conservation 
group, welcomed the Commission’s 
push to restore European forests, as 
well as plans to establish an EU-wide 
forest observation and reporting 
framework.

However, they said the proposal 
was weakened compared to an earlier 
draft of the forest strategy, which 
contained a mandatory set of criteria 
for assessing whether a forest is 
“sustainably managed” or not.

According to WWF, the last-
minute changes came after some 
member states and the forest 
industry claimed that the EU has no 
competence on forest-related issues 
and accused the Commission of 
“reducing forests to environmental 
considerations” without taking into 
account the socio-economic aspects.

Campaigners also criticised the 
European Commission’s vision for 
building up its carbon sinks, saying 
it lacks ambition. Activists had been 
calling for carbon sinks to store 600 
million tonnes of carbon by 2030, 
almost double the amount in the 
Commission proposal.

“310 million tonnes is only half of 
what we need to tackle the climate 
emergency,” said Alex Mason, senior 
policy officer at WWF European 
Policy Office.

There are also concerns that 
including non-CO2 emissions from 
agriculture in the LULUCF regulation 
from 2031 – changing the acronym 
from LULUCF to AFOLU (agriculture, 
forestry and other land use) – will 
remove the incentive for agriculture 
to decarbonise.

“Natural sinks must not just 
be the magic wand for achieving 
climate targets or compensating for 
failed emission reductions in other 
sectors,” Burkhardt said.

“This would relieve some areas of 
agriculture, such as livestock farming 
or fertilisation, of

their responsibility for 
greenhouse gas reductions. After all, 
failures to reduce emissions in these 
areas could be compensated by CO2 
credits from forests, peatlands and 
co,” she added.

But a senior EU official defended 
the Commission proposal, saying: 
“It is because we really see a great 
potential for synergies there, that 
indeed the foresters and the farmers 
look at and are conscious of the fact 
what they can do in order to enhance 
the carbon removals through 
their farming practices but also in 
sustainable forest management.”

Continued from Page 16
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