
PRINTED ON 100 % RECYCLED PAPER 

     October 1998 

 

THE BOREAL FOREST  
- A BRIEF STATUS REPORT 
Background paper to the 4th Taiga Rescue Network conference, "Boreal Forests of the 
world IV: Integrating Cultural Values into Local and Global Forest Protection", 
Tartu, Estonia, October 1998. 

 

The following report is divided into two sections: an introductory overall status report and 
regional country reports from Alaska, Canada, the Baltic States, Russia, Scandinavia and 
Scotland.  

OVERALL STATUS REPORT 
 

THE TAIGA - THE BOREAL FOREST 

In general the boreal forest can be seen as a green belt of coniferous forests encircling the 
northern hemisphere, covering Alaska in USA, Northern Canada, most of Scandinavia and 
Russia. The once-forested Highlands of Scotland should also be included in the boreal forest 
region. Boreal forests are usually relatively species poor and exist in conditions of very cold 
temperatures. There are recurring disturbances, especially by fires. Defoliating insect attacks 
are also common. The disturbances create a dynamic, mosaic pattern of vegetation of 
different ages and species, where undisturbed areas of climax phase stands are important 
parts. 

At the southern edge of the boreal forest belt there is a transition zone between boreal and 
temperate forests, where mixed forests with deciduous trees such as oak and lime are 
typical. This transition zone is especially significant and wide in western Russia and 
southern Sweden. The forest in the Baltic states is to a large extent of this type. Along the 
western coast of North America and the eastern coast of Siberia the marine climate with its 
high humidity creates conditions for coniferous rainforests that should be regarded as 
temperate rather than boreal. Similar conditions are at hand at the Norwegian Atlantic shore. 

"Northern forest" or "taiga" are common names for the forest types mentioned above. 
"Taiga" is a Russian word for coniferous forests in general. Defined this way, the taiga 
covers about 1,3 - 1,5 million square kilometres, making up one third of the world's forests. 
About 60% of this area is in Russia and about 30 % in Canada. The remaining 10% is shared 
between Alaska and the Scandinavian countries. 

 

THREATS TO THE TAIGA 

Although the area of northern forest may seem stable, this masks important regional losses 
and - more important a general loss of quality of forests. Most boreal countries have already 

  
 

 

 



exploited more of their natural forests than most tropical countries. Boreal countries have 
protected smaller proportions of their productive forest areas and are presently extracting the 
last remains of some unique forest types with a speed that is exceeding that of the tropics. 

It is important to keep the regional difference within the Northern forest region in mind. To 
illustrate the span we can imagine a scale with Sweden and Finland as one extreme and 
Siberia as the other. In Scandinavia the large-scale commercial exploitation of the forests 
began more than 100 years ago. Today virtually all forest land has been transformed into 
intensively managed secondary forests. In Siberia most of the primary forests are still intact, 
but on the other hand we find all the characteristics of the first phase of industrial forest 
exploitation. The "timber frontier" is continuously moving into new areas of primary forests. 
The same is true for parts of Canada and Alaska. Nevertheless, although the current rate of 
forest destruction in some parts of Russia and Canada is alarming, they still have 
unexploited and undisturbed forest ecosystems of considerable size, while the remains of old 
growth forests in Scandinavia can be regarded as small and isolated islands within a sea of 
plantation-like forests. 

Forestry legislation is not able to safeguard ecologically sustainable forest use anywhere in 
the boreal region. The rights of indigenous peoples are violated by commercial forestry and 
other kinds of industrial exploitation throughout the boreal forest belt. 

The major cause of native and old growth forest destruction, as well as to continued 
degradation of managed forests, is the increasing industrial extraction of timber for human 
consumption. The timber industry is expanding, presently moving away from timber to pulp 
and cellulose. An increasing international market means that new areas of forests are 
continually becoming utilized. Regional air pollution and other effects of industrial 
exploitation are damaging considerable areas of Northern forests and their soils. In parts of 
Siberia and Canada, oil and gas exploitation is increasing significantly and must be 
considered as a severe threat. 

Because most processes in boreal forests are strongly controlled by climate, they are 
sensitive to rapid climatic change. Although there are still major uncertainties in the local 
patterns and the magnitude of change, most analyses indicate large changes for the high-
latitude boreal regions. Scenarios, based on computer simulations, show similar results: 
global warming results in a northward shift of the boreal forest biome and in the most severe 
scenarios it also decreases considerably in extent. Along its northern edge large parts of the 
tundra are replaced with forests. This transition could occur reasonably quickly, because 
there are little limitations for a rapid forest expansion by tundra ecosystems. Along the 
southern edge, the boreal forest will be replaced by temperate forests with broadleaved, 
deciduous trees in the marine regions and steppe with some scattered trees in more 
continental regions. The transition from boreal forests towards temperate forests will mainly 
go through succession, i. e. replacements of individual trees through increased mortality of 
boreal species and subsequent regeneration of temperate species. 

 

TRADE AND CONSUMPTION 

The Taiga is a main supplier of wood and fibres to the world. A large proportion of the 
global trade flow of wood, pulp and paper go from boreal forest countries (Canada, 
Scandinavia and Russia) to the three major consuming regions Western Europe, USA and 
Japan. A majority of the raw material used for paper production in the world originates from 
the forests of the North. Most of the pulping capacity in the world is located in or near the 
boreal forest region. 

The driving force behind boreal forest exploitation is the ever increasing consumption of 
wood products, primarily paper. The world consumption of paper has increased 17-fold 
since 1913, while world population increased no more than 4-fold. Most of the consumption 
increase has taken place during the last three decades. One fourth of the world's population - 
in Western Europe, North America and Japan - consumes roughly 3/4 of all paper produced. 



According to FAO and other forecasts, the global consumption of paper and paperboard is 
expected to continue to increase by 70 % - 80% until the year 2010 (using 1990 as the base 
level). Most of the increase is supposed to take place in Western Europe, North America and 
Asia Pacific. The expected consumption growth will not to any extent decrease the gap 
between the affluent and the low-consuming countries. 

A development such as indicated by the forecasts would increase global roundwood demand 
by 200-250 million m3 over the period 1990-2010, even if paper recycling increased from 
present 35 to 50 %. This is more than the entire present Canadian harvest. It is inevitable 
that this would dramatically increase the rate of destruction of old growth forests in Canada 
and Russia. 

 

JOBS VS. PROTECTION  

The 3rd TRN conference, held in Kuusamo, Finland, October 1996, was dedicated to the 
discussion about the conflict between jobs and forest protection. The town which hosted the 
conference illustrates this debate very well. Kuusamo has been the scene of the toughest 
battle over old-growth forest protection in Scandinavia over the last couple of years. 

Referring to Professor P. Marchak, University of British Columbia (see also Taiga News No. 
19), the decreasing number of jobs in the forestry sector cannot be explained by blaming 
forest protection as a major reason. Looking at the statistics, employment in the forest sector 
increased until the 1960´s. Since then, the number of jobs has decreased in the northern 
producer countries, while production has continued to increase. Most of this development 
took place before the environmental movement had virtually any political influence at all. It 
is also obvious, that mechanisation and rationalisation are the key factors affecting 
employment, while the volume produced and the proportion of protected forest land is of 
very little or no importance. That means, in general terms, the conflict between jobs and 
forest protection can easily be proven to be false.  

Ashley Selby of the Finnish Forest Research Institute, uses Finland as a case study (see 
article in Taiga News No.19: "Labour-Intensive Manufacturing Creates the Jobs"). Shelby 
and his colleagues conclude, that to achieve job losses in the scale caused by recent 
capitalisation in the forest sector, some 30 percent of Finland´s current forest area would 
need to be withdrawn from wood production. The maximum forest protection programme 
for northern Finland (including 0.1 million hectares of productive forest land) would lead to 
the direct loss of some 700 jobs, according to calculations by Jaakko Pöyry Consulting. The 
present productivity and efficiency trend in the Finnish forestry sector results in 
approximately the same number of job losses every month. 

Figures like these don´t deny the fact that, throughout the boreal forest belt, local 
communities and economies depending on forestry are in deep crisis. The point is that 
neither the protection nor the logging of the last old-growth forests would create the basis 
for a sustainable local community in Komi or Kuusamo - or elsewhere.  

The model that Herb Hammond, keynote speaker at the conference in Kuusamo 1996, 
advocates is ecosystem based, and recognizes the hierarchy of  systems. The natural 
resources - land and water - are superior to the cultures, and culture is superior to economy. 
Herb Hammond says “we know that no resource-based economy in the world has been 
sustainable. Still, we have this far too largely accepted to become victims of a global 
economy, thriving by destroying local economies, social structures and ecology. One of the 
reasons for this is that the local community has a commitment to the place - a  commitment 
to be there.” 

 



REGIONAL STATUS REPORTS 
ALASKA (by Amy Marsh, Northern Alaska Environmental Center) 
Alaskans proudly call their state "The Last Frontier." Appreciation of the land and wildlife 
runs deep, despite the fact that Alaska has fewer residents calling themselves 
"environmentalists" than any other state in the United States. Alaska is one of the last 
strongholds for millions of acres of essentially intact and unfragmented boreal forest. The 
timber industry is new to Alaska’s boreal forest—long-term contracts are just beginning, and 
tree plantations do not exist. Nonetheless, Alaska’s forests are becoming less remote, and 
there is strong pressure to increase logging.  

Forest activists in Alaska tackle many issues that will be familiar to forest activists from 
other regions. These issues include the lack of riparian buffer zones in the Interior and 
pressure to increase logging. Debates over forest policy have raised questions such as the 
meaning of multiple use and how to make decisions when there is a serious dearth of 
scientific baseline data.  Other "hot" subjects have included protecting other values of the 
forest, insect infestations, the role of fire, climate change, certified sustainable forestry, and 
consensus-style planning. 

Alaska is a conservative, development-minded state. During the 1990s, Alaska’s boreal 
forests were subjected to political efforts to usher in large-scale commercial logging. In 
1994, conservationists mounted a massive and successful counterattack to a bill promoting 
subsidized industrial logging.  In 1996, conservationists watered down a legislative attempt 
to make logging the primary purpose of the state forests. In early 1998, Alaskans defeated a 
salvage logging bill that would have mandated clearcutting areas "susceptible" to 
infestation, without regard to the cost to the state. Unfortunately, there have also been 
defeats. In 1996, the legislature passed a bill requiring at least two negotiated contracts per 
year in each region of the state, with each contract being for up to 10 million board feet per 
year (equivalent to 3,300 acres in the Interior) for up to ten years. A company may hold and 
renew multiple contracts, the terms of which are set by the state.  These sales are now 
appearing on planning schedules. 

The effect of logging on boreal rivers is a major concern. The most valuable boreal forest 
species is white spruce, and the best pockets of white spruce are generally found in river 
valleys.  Unfortunately, state law offers little protection for rivers and streams in the Interior, 
despite the fisheries that depend on chum, coho, and chinook salmon. Riparian buffer zones 
are not required in the Interior, unlike other parts of the state and other states in the nation. 
There is almost no baseline data on Interior rivers or the effects of logging riparian areas.  

Compared to timber from other regions, Alaska’s boreal timber has a low value, and sales 
are often economically marginal.  In 1992, a state study found that for every dollar the state 
invested in timber management, only 2.5 cents returned to Alaska’s treasury.  The Northern 
Alaska Environmental Center calculated that for each old growth white spruce targeted for 
logging near Old Minto, the state would receive $2.78, less than the price of a McDonald's 
Big Mac.  

Land ownership across Alaska’s boreal forest is complex, including a number of federal 
agencies, the state, Native corporations, the University of Alaska, and non-Native private 
land.  In Interior Alaska, the forest is largely owned by the State of Alaska and private 
Native village and regional corporations.  Management varies greatly depending on the 
philosophy of the owner.  

In Interior Alaska, the Tanana Basin watershed covers 21,000,000 acres. Much of the 
commercially valuable timber is found within the 1.8-million acre Tanana Valley State 
Forest (TVSF), which spans the Fairbanks, Delta, and Tok areas. Since 1990, logging on 
state lands in the Tanana Valley has occurred at a rate of about 1,000 acres per year (2).  In 
the next five years, the state proposes logging over 17,000 acres from the state forest (3).  
Last December, the Northern Alaska Environmental Center and Native villagers of Minto 



won a major victory, when a 225-acre sale along the Tanana River was pulled off the 
auction block due to public pressure and an administrative appeal.  This may have been the 
first sale in Alaska canceled on environmental grounds.  

Another, often forgotten, boreal region is the Yukon-Kuskokwim in southwest Alaska.  The 
area is huge and the cost of transporting logs makes economically feasible sales difficult.  
Because of the transportation costs, the rate of commercial logging is low compared to other 
regions, and few sales are offered.  Most loggers are small companies or family operations, 
but in 1996 native corporations sold their timber to a large company called Koncor.  Thus 
far, Koncor has not begun to cut because of low market price for pulp.  

 

CANADA (by Don Sullivan, Coordinator-TRN North America) 
Canada is a nation that heavily depends on its forests. With a land mass of roughly 921.5 
million hectares, of which just under half - or about 417.6 million hectares - is considered 
forested. Of the 417.6 million hectares that is forested, 236.7 million hectares are 
determined to be “productive” or commercially harvestable forest land. 

The boreal forest ecosystem is by far the largest forest cover type in Canada - if not in the 
world. The boreal forest of Canada account for some 340.9 million hectares of which 181.6 
million hectares is considered harvestable for commercial purposes. 

To but this in a global perspective, in 1997 the World Resource Institute (WRI) produced a 
report “The Last Frontier Forests: Ecosystems & Economies on the Edge” which identified 
Canada as having 25 percent - all in Canada’s boreal forest region - of all the worlds 
remaining large, ecologically intact, and relatively undisturbed natural forests. According to 
this report, a full 62% of Canada’s frontier forests are either lost or are currently under 
threat. 

Approximately 65 percent of Canada’s boreal forests are under long-term tenure leases to 
multi-national forest companies, mining interests, oil and gas exploration or hydro 
development, including almost all of Canada’s “productive” forests. The forests of Canada 
are considered by most as the northern lungs of the world, storing some 9 billion tons of 
carbon. Should the practice of clearcutting continue -- which accounts for 90% percent of all 
wood harvested in Canada -- combined with global warming, Canada’s forest could move 
from being a net storage of carbon to a net releaser of carbon. 

The method of clearcutting in Canada went from a very small portion of all wood harvested 
in 1940 to 90% in the 1990's. This has largely been due to the introduction of  capital 
intensive mechanized equipment in the forest industry,  both in the bush and in the mills. As 
a result forestry is no longer a labour intensive activity. This has meant significant job losses 
over the last twenty years in the forest sector of Canada’s economy.  

For example, in 1970 it took 5 workers to produce 1,000 tons of wood pulp, by 1990 it only 
took 3.1 workers.  In Canada what use to take 2.3 workers to produce a 1000 cubic meters of 
lumber in 1971 now only takes 1.2 workers.  

While job losses in the forest sector of Canada economy has been significant, the increase in 
production wood based products has been staggering. Total employment in the 
manufacturing of wood pulp has decreased by 17% between 1971-1990, but the production 
of wood pulp has increased by 32% in the same period. Employment fell by 25% in the 
lumber sector, while production rose 125%; similarly, jobs in the manufacturing of paper 
fell 9% while production increased by 34%. 

The future outlook for employment in the forest sector of Canada’s economy is not good. A 
report by Price Waterhouse in 1994 indicated that a further 15,000 - 20,000 people 
employed in the forest sector would be without jobs by the year 2000. The reasons given by 
the report include: the failure to modernize, making Canadian mills less globally 
competitive; increase demands for recycled content in newsprint by importing countries; the 



use of alternative fibre sources; and the coming shortage of virgin fibre sources in Canadian 
forests. 

Both levels- Provincial and Federal - of government have failed in the fiduciary 
responsibilities toward First Nation people of Canada and continue to allow the wealth of 
resources within First Nations´ Traditional Land Use Areas to be extracted by large multi-
national interests at an alarming rate. First Nations have been requesting for years that 
governments in Canada respect their constitutional protected rights to hunt, fish and trap by 
allowing First Nations to directly determine and plan - in the form of self-government -  
what economic activities should or should not occur within their Traditional Land Use 
Areas. So far this request has fallen on deaf years. 

In short, the principal and ideology on which colonialism was founded on is still alive and 
well in Canada and is being practiced by governments and industries on First Nations people 
and on the lands which they occupy. In fact, some authors have stated that what is happening 
to indigenous peoples in North America - and the land that they depend on for their cultural, 
spiritual and economic well-being - is tantamount to "cultural genocide". 

 

BALTIC COUNTRIES (by Rein Ahas, Estonian Green Movement) 

The Baltic States are situated at the western edge of the East European Plain. Over the last 
few thousand years the three countries have been situated in a temperate forest zone of the 
mixed forest sub-zone, characterised by both coniferous and deciduous trees. Forests cover 
approximately 42% of Estonia, 41% of Latvia and 30% of Lithuania; mires cover 22% of 
Estonia, 10% of Latvia and 7% of Lithuania. In some cases the mire and forest area can 
overlap in this calculation. 

Today pine spruce and birch are the most dominant species in the forest ecosystem in this 
region. They cover from approximately 85-95% of total forest area. The Baltic States are 
still rich in wetland type forests, for example 23 % of Latvia is covered by this type of 
forests. The primary forest ecosystem has changed due to human influence, there are 
practically no more untouched natural landscapes in the Baltic states. Due to intensive 
economic growth, the Baltic States have very few  old-growth forests, but a rather large area 
is covered by natural forests, including forest communities of high biodiversity. Except for 
the conservation of old forests, the main problem of nature conservation is the protection of 
biodiversity in all forests, including commercial forests, forming the greatest part of regions´ 
forests. On the global scale the Baltic States have a relatively high level of biodiversity. The 
share of old forest stands (over 100 years) differs significantly in the Baltic Sates: the 
highest percentage of total forest stand area (over 100 years) is in Latvia - 10%, in Estonia 
8% and in Lithuania - 3%. 

Protected area as a percentage of overall territory is highest in Lithuania at 10.8%, compared 
with 9.7% in Estonia and 6.6% in Latvia. The percentage of strictly protected areas is 
different: category 1A and 1B areas is significantly higher in Estonia at 1.69% , than in 
Lithuania where it is 0.7%. This difference may be due to different nature protection 
strategies or different natural conditions. Estonia aims to increase the amount of nature 
reserves which meet the requirements of the IUCN categories of 1A or 1B by 3.3 % within 
the next 12 years.  

From the Scandinavian companies, (Stora, MoDo, Thometso, UPM Kymmene, ENSO, etc.) 
have a share in Estonian forestry business. Due to mosaic landscape and small logging areas, 
characteristic of Baltic States, the Scandinavian companies have restricted their activities to 
buying the wood. The logging is carried out by local companies and private persons. Part of 
the wood is consumed by a shadow economy that may involve illegal logging and trade.  
Forestry, wood processing and furniture production play an important role in the transition 
economies, accounting for 14% GDP and approximately 28 % of exports in Latvia. In 
Estonia in 1997 forestry accounted for 11.5% of total export. 



Vast political and economical changes in Central and East European countries have lead to 
changes in life style and social values. The attitudes have changed towards maximizing the 
consumption. Forests are considered to be a resource that can be easily converted to 
immediate profit. Most forest owners and most people in the forest business approach to the 
forest as a resource that must be consumed for maximum profit. For changing these 
attitudes, and for introducing the nature protection measures, new environmental strategies 
are required. One possibility for raising environmental consciousness in society is to 
emphasize the environmental and cultural significance of the forests and to integrate these 
topics to wider public discussions. This will give a chance to convince the decision makers 
of the dangers involved in devastating, uncontrolled forest consumption. (Sources: Baltic 
Environmental Forum 1998; Statistical Office of Estonia 1998; Baltic Taiga Information 
Office 1998) 

 
RUSSIA (by Dimitry Aksenov, Biodiversity Conservation Centre) 

The Russian forests cover 800 million hectares, with a total growing stock of 82 billion 
cubic meters. The majority (80%) of these forests are coniferous. The dominant tree species 
are larch, pine, spruce and birch. 
 
Virtually all forest lands are state owned. Only 2% are collective farm property. In some 
regions, the proportion of forest lands held by collective farms reach 10-15%. In 1997, a 
new Federal Forest Code has been adopted by Russian parliament. According to it, the state 
forest fund and forests of defense are the federal property. The new laws mostly delimited 
the authority in forest relations between the federal government and regional authoritites. 
Sixty two million hectares are rented lands. 
 
As of October 1, 1997, Russia has 99 zapovedniks (strict nature reserves, which cover more 
then 300 000 square kilometers in total, more then 1.5% of the country's area), 33 national 
parks (66451 square kilometers, 0.39%), as well as a number of regional protected areas like 
zakazniks and nature monuments. There are rather good environmental and conservation 
laws adopted on federal and sometimes regional levels but there is a serious problem of their 
enforcement. Generally, the need for protection of biodiversity is usually not recognized in 
Russia. The problem is considered serious only in cases where an attractive and well-known 
animal is under threat, such as the Siberian tiger in the Ussury taiga. 
 
Logging is the main threat to Russia’s forest. In 1997, the industrial logging volume was 
88 million cubic meters (102 million cubic meters in 1996). Plus 16.5 million cubic meters 
of the intermediate loggings were performed on 557 000 ha. Taking into account that the 
biggest part of intermediate logging operation has been done by the Federal Forest Service 
itself, the FFS is one of the largest loggers today in Russia, which is responsible for up to 
20% of total logged timber. This combination of the harvesting and control functions leave 
big opportunities for corruption and uncontrolled activity. 
 
The main logging method in today’s Russia is clear cutting. On the annual basis, about 0.7-
0.9 million hectares are clear cut. Unauthorized logging is even officially estimated in 
380,000 cubic meters, but in fact may be much more. Country’s economic problems resulted 
in the threefold drop in annually harvested timber relatively to the end of the 1980s. The 
logging still did not cause serious decrease in total forested area. Although artificial forest 
regeneration is rather ineffective, the forest restores itself quite well naturally. However, in 
some cases this regeneration goes through a secondary succession, which includes stages of 
deciduous species birch and aspen. 
 
Two-thirds of the Russian timber harvest takes place in the European part, while it 
comprises only 20 percent of the forested area. This exerts a severe effect on forests. During 
the last 80 years, almost 70--80% of the primary taiga forests existed in this part of Russia at 



the turn of the century were logged. According to official data, there was 1016.7 million 
hectares reforested in 1997, including artificial planting at the area of 237.3 million hectares 
(reduction by 13.5% comparing with 1996). 
 
The method of logging depends upon the forest group. In some categories of Group 1 forest, 
such as zapovedniks (strictly protected reserves), logging is permitted only as an exception. 
In some categories of Group 1 forest, gradual and selective logging methods can be used. At 
the other end of the spectrum, in Group 3- commercial forests -clear cuts are mostly used. 
According to official statistics, 2700 fires occurred in Russia in 1997 (this is by 6% less than 
in 1996), which burnt the area of 657.5 ha, mainly in Siberia and the Far East. A significant 
portion of burnt areas remains covered just by lichen patches within the forest and tundra. 
Fires on these lands are especially destructive for reindeer herding by indigenous peoples, 
since it destroys grazing land. 
 
The total number of people employed in forestry-related industry (timber extraction, 
mechanical and chemical processing--sawn goods, pulp, paper, furniture etc.) is 1,000,000. 
However, presently 300,000 - 400,000 of these people are practically not involved in 
production, even though they keep their positions. Most likely they will officially loose their 
jobs in the near future. 
 
The Federal Forest Service alone employs 300,000 people. At least 200,000-250,000 people 
are "employed" in the forest sector of the prisoner camp system. This means, that the total 
number of employed in the forestry sector is 1,500,000. Together with family members and 
employed in forestry-related activities (such as transportation, services, education, health 
care, prisoner camp officials etc.) the total number of people dependent on the forestry 
sector is 5--6 million, which is 3-4 % of the total Russia's population. 
 
The Russian timber industry has declared its intention to increase annual logging to 300 
million cubic meters over the next 10--15 years, mainly through intensified logging in the 
European part of Russia. This represents a big threat to the last remnant of Russian taiga 
forests in this area. However, it is a very unlikely these plans will be realized in today’s 
Russian situation. 

 
SCANDINAVIA (compiled by Nanna Borchert from various TRN papers and regional 
updates from Otso Ovaskainen, Annina Kappi, Rein Midteng, Jonas Rudberg and Per 
Larsson) 

The Scandinavian forests are primarily boreal dominated by Scots Pine (Pinus sylvestris) 
and Norwegian Spruce (Picea abies). In the southern, hemiboreal parts of Scandinavia, 
naturally a wide belt of mixed forests with coniferous- and deciduous trees is found, and the 
very south parts are nemoral and thus originally covered with deciduous forests. The 
coniferous forests in Scandinavia are sometimes referred to as the western taiga. The climate 
is more maritime than in the continental taiga of the inner parts of Siberia and Canada. This 
is most obvious in the very humid "rain forests" of Norway. Finland and Sweden are the 
main timber producing countries in Scandinavia. 

 

 Area of productive forest land 

(million ha) 

The part of total country area which is 
productive forest land  

Finland 

Sweden 

Norway 

20 

24 

7 

66% 

57% 

23% 

  



Only small fragmented areas of old growth forests remain in Scandinavia. Less than 5% of 
the original forests remains in each of the Scandinavian countries. In spite of the fact that 
90-95 % of the Scandinavian forest landscape has been transformed into managed forests, 
none of the Scandinavian countries have yet protected the last remnants of the original forest 
landscape - including the remaining old-growth forests. The Scandinavian old-growth areas 
are rapidly decreasing in size and number. Conflicts are abundant between environmental 
interests that fight to protect the scattered remains of original taiga and the forest industry 
that consider the old-growth to be a timber resource that ought to be used. The intensive 
plantation forestry used in Scandinavia, ”the Scandinavian Model”, has altered the forest 
ecosystem to the extent that many forest dwelling species face extinction. Old trees, dead 
wood, deciduous trees, wet forests and burned areas are important elements missing in the 
managed Scandinavian forests. The forests are instead composed of even aged, single 
species stands which are harvested before they get very old. All deciduous seedlings are 
removed, wet forest land are sometimes ditched and soil scarification has created wounds in 
the ground that will remain until the next ice-age. However in the last years, improvements 
have been witnessed. For example, the most drastic forms of ditching and soil scarification 
are not allowed by law. Also, the certification initiatives, especially advanced in Sweden 
might improve the management practices of those companies who will certify their land in 
the long term. 

 

Table 1. The number of total endangered species in the Scandinavian countries and the 
percentage of forest-dwelling species (source: Naturskogar I Norden, Nordisk Ministerrad, 
1994/7) 

 

  Species, total  forest-dwelling  % forest-dwelling 

Finland         1 692         727           43 % 

Sweden        3 397     1 487           44 % 

Norway        1 839        898           49 % 

 

 

Table 2. The amount of protected productive forest land in the Scandinavian countries. In 
Sweden and Norway some areas included in protection plans but not yet formally protected, 
are included in the figures given. 

 

  Area (hectares)   % of productive forest land 

Finland   520 000        2.6 

Sweden   832 000        3.6 

Norway     62 000        1.06 

 

In Finland, 2,6 % of the productive forest land is protected as reserves. Most of the 
protected forests are situated in northernmost Lapland. After implementation of the new old-
growth forest protection programmes the figure will be about 3,5 %. Finnish environmental 
NGOs estimate that at least 100 000 - 200 000 hectares of valuable old-growth forests has 
been left out of the programme. Unprotected old-growth forests on state-owned lands are 
logged by the Finnish Forest and Park Service (FPS) all of the time. 

In October 1997, the Forest and Park Service asked Finnish environmental organizations for 
maps indicating the non-protected old-growth forests. The maps (indicating 490 old-growth 



forest sites in eastern and north-eastern Finland, excluding Lapland) were given to the FPS 
and its main customers in January 1998. NGOs insist on having a two-year moratorium on 
the sites marked on the maps and immediate protection of some 370 sites by the FPS's own 
decision. The FPS refused to respond and continues logging these sites. 

The major Dutch paper purchasers have already twice, in fall 1997 and in summer 1998, 
appealed to the Finnish forest sector to not support logging of the last remaining old-growth 
forests, so far without result. The FPS claims that the ecological landscape planning (ELP) 
is a sufficient tool in maintaining the specific features of the old-growth forests. From 
experiences in Finland so far, ELP only causes ever-increasing fragmentation of forests and 
reduction of their total area. This is highly destructive to species dependant on the old-
growth forests. 

In Finland, the non-FSC standardization group for forest certification consisting mainly of 
representatives of forest industry and the Central Union of Agricultural Products and Forest 
Owners declared criteria for so-called sustainable forestry in spring 1997. The criteria were 
to be tested and developed further. 

In the beginning of 1998, the forest industry started to develop its own national certification 
based on the criteria created a year before.  The forest industry, land owners' central union 
and the ministry of agriculture and forestry along with several other stakeholders are aiming 
for national standards without an FSC-connection. ENGOs are not involved in this process. 
Instead, Finnish ENGOs have established a preliminary FSC working group with a goal of 
eventually creating national FSC standards. 

Norway has, due to its long extention, rough topography and coastal climate several forests 
unique to Europe (although similar forest can be found on the Canadian Pacific coast).. The 
rainforests of central coastal Norway (one of the Norwegian Hot Spots) are under severe 
threat even though they have well documented ecological values. About 60 species of 
lichens and mosses have their main or only distribution here on a European level. And some 
are also unique in the world. Recently biologists from the inventory group "last chance" 
found remnants of old-growth nemoral and boreo-nemoral forests in south-eastern Norway 
that are comparable to the famous forests of Bioloweza in Poland and Belarus. In addition, 
the pine forests of western Norway and the world’s most northern pine forests are forest 
types that Norway has a responsibility to protect. 

Only about 5% of Norwegian forests are considered old growth, most of the Norwegian old-
growth forests are found in the mountain regions 1.06% are protected or within an area to be 
protected by the year 2000. This amounts to 62 000 hectares of productive forest.  
Ownership is as follows:  80% of lands are privately owned, 10% are state lands, 5% belong 
to companies, and 5% to municipalities. According to Norwegian scientists, a minimum 5% 
of the total productive forest area needs to be protected, but there are no concrete plans from 
the authorities to reach this goal. Several hundred forest dwelling species are on the red-list. 

The Norwegian forest law dates from approximately 1965 and its main purpose is forest 
production. The law is to be renewed, but it is not known how strong it will be when it 
comes to protection of biodiversity even though Norway has signed the convention on the 
protection of biodiversity. The demands from environmental organizations are that the new 
law shall pay attention to environmental concerns before economic ones. If these 
suggestions are not adopted, then the law should be based on the same criteria as in Sweden 
and Finland -- that the economic and ecologial concerns are equal. In Norway there are no 
applications to the authorities before a forest owner logs an area except forests under hard 
growing condition. This means that nobody knows which values are destroyed through the 
export of  forest products. 

In Sweden, the remaining old-growth is found mainly in the north-western parts of the 
country. One example is the relatively large areas of old-growth forest in the Jokkmokk 
region which are a TRN-"Hot Spot" (valuable areas which are under threat of exploitation). 
The mountain forests as a whole are another ”Hot Spot”. They constitute a great part of 



Sweden’s remaining old-growth forests and their protection status is at the time uncertain. 
85% of the protected forest land are reserves in the mountain forest area in the north. In this 
area (about 5% of all forest land in Sweden) 46% is protected. In all other parts of the 
Swedish forest landscape, less than 0.8% is protected. Because of insufficient government 
funding, the area of forest reserves is increasing only very slowly. In addition to that, some 
land owners have put valuable forest areas aside on a voluntary basis, even if these are not 
protected by law. 

The protection efforts from Swedish environmental NGOs have, since 1997, been 
concentrated and directed to the government, urging them to increase the money allocated to 
forest reserves in the state budget. This demand has been supported by a multitude of other 
organisations within Sweden including companies and the Forest Owner Association. An 
important breakthrough was achieved in April 1998 with the preliminary spring budget, and 
an even bigger success came when the ruling governmental party declared on August 21 that 
they would double the money. This is a promise and not a decision. Mandate period means 
before year 2002. But the party, as it won the elections, will have a very small chance to 
break this promise. Extremely important for the mentioned successful achievements has 
been the international pressure. Letters to government, messages from NGOs  and from 
customers to companies have - along with the FSC development - created a very strong press 
on both companies and government.  

Another step ahead for Swedish forests is the FSC certification process in Sweden. In 
January 1998 the standard was endorsed by the FSC Board, after two years of negotiations 
and discussions. The Swedish FSC - standard, was the first one on national level that has 
been endorsed by the FSC Board of Directors. So far, it is the only boreal country with 
national standards. 

By July 1998 two major companies were fully FSC certified: Assi Domän and Korsnäs. 
Stora, MoDo and Graninge are on their way while SCA recently changed their awaiting 
attitude and decided to apply for FSC certification. There is also a government proposal 
(from May 1998) on certification of the state owned (near mountain) forests but not very 
much has happened there so far. The representatives of private forest owners are very 
negative towards FSC certification and are in the process of developing own standards with 
less strict requirements. 

Already certified company land is more than 5 million hectares corresponding to almost 25 
% of productive forest land in Sweden, is already FSC certified. FSC certification is a pure 
market driven phenomena. The strong international campaigning from NGOs, coordinated 
by Taiga Rescue Network and peaking in 1995 has been crucial for the FSC success in 
Sweden. Another interesting development in the last two years is that several major buyers 
of roundwood have put policies in place to refuse buying wood from Old Growth forest. 

 

SCOTLAND (by David Whyte, Caledonia Re-born) 

In the past, old growth forest cover was approximately just under two million hectares, 
which accounted for about 25 % of the land cover in Scotland. The present cover has been 
greatly reduced with only 135,000 hectares left ( of which 82,100 is Ancient Forest and 52, 
900 is semi-natural), this accounts for only 1,7 %. Much of the old growth forest lies within 
private estates or is owned by government bodies who have made them into nature reserves 
or sites of special scientific interest    

The old growth forests left in Scotland, are made up of three specific types, Pinewood, 
Oakwood and Birchwood, with many other native species found within, such as Juniper, 
Alder, Hazel and Rowan. They support a wide range of other plants that sustain a diverse 
animal life, which  together form a unique ecosystem found nowhere else in the United 
Kingdom. 



However, the main threat to these areas are forestry practices which are now looking for 
faster growing species, as so a sale of return can be achieved in a very short space of time. 
One such species to invade the Scottish landscape is that of Sitka spruce ( picea sitchensis). 
Massive plantations of even age, height and space now dominate the hillsides in Scotland. A 
staggering 786,000 hectares of Sitka spruce are planted in Scotland, other sources put the 
figure as high as  1,189, 000 hectares.  This would account for  between 10 to 15 % of man 
made forest, all of which will be clear felled after 30 to 40 years after planting. It is this kind 
of management practice which needs to change. 

Logging in 1998 has not been very profitable, which is leading many British industries to 
import from other countries. It came to my knowledge that timber is being brought into the 
country from Latvia. As with an unlimited supply of old growth forests (at present),  they are 
flooding the market with cheap timber. 

Many local people are keen to set up what is known as Community Forests, where they have 
a role in how best the resources will be used. The forest will be a source of beneficiary 
income, drawing on experiences, for example, in timber production which can provide raw 
materials for shelter of livestock.. Community Forests can play a role in rural crafts, an art 
passed down  from generations and can be continued for the future.  Lastly with such a 
diverse well managed natural resource, conservation can help in the study of these areas. 
They will provide havens for wildlife and can be used as an educational resource in 
understanding how we can work alongside nature. Forests in Scotland have a future and it 
may well be that working closely with the community and integrating the main three land 
use sectors will be the way forward. This in turn can help encourage the return of  the 
natural forest;  it is our hope that lessons have been learned in using it in a more sustainable 
way.       
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