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Main Findings

Footprints

•	 Decisions about land use and consumption patterns within the EU leave a 
“footprint” on forests in other parts of the world

•	 The EU has gained forest cover and growing stock but at the same time EU 
markets source agricultural crops associated with deforestation from other 
parts of the world

•	 While the EU produces equivalent volumes of wood to what it consumes, 
much of the wood consumed is traded internationally, and a portion is 
sourced from countries with significant problems of illegal or unsustainable 
logging

•	 Thus sustainable and integrative forest and land use planning within the EU 
must also address forest footprints outside the EU

Footprint policies

•	 The EU’s Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan 
is a core strategy to address the EU’s external forest footprint. The two pillars 
of the FLEGT Action Plan are: 

1) The European Timber Regulation (EUTR) which bans imports of 
illegal wood into the EU

2) Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) with developing 
countries to design legality licensing schemes that verify the legality 
of wood originating from those countries

•	 The implementation of the EUTR depends on the actions of EU Member 
States, and Member States have varied significantly in the thoroughness and 
effectiveness of their implementation. Much of this variance can be explained 
by differences between States in the relative size of their illegal imports from 
tropical countries, their incentives to address them (including the structure of 
their domestic wood industry and degree of civil society engagement) and 
their resources and capacities

•	 Likewise, incentives and capacities vary among and within VPA countries. 
Large-scale companies exporting to the EU are best positioned to obtain 
and benefit from legality licenses, while small and medium enterprises and 
domestic markets are increasingly excluded from accessing legal, high quality 
wood

•	 There is a need to better consider and address the distribution of 
responsibilities, incentives and resources among EU Member states, between 
the EU and VPA partner countries, and between large and small operators in 
strategies to improve implementation of the EU FLEGT Action Plan. 
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1.	 The Concept of Footprints 

The world has been losing forests at a rate of 13 million hectares per year between 
2000-2010 (FAO 2011), and the EU has played a significant role in driving this loss 
through its consumption of products sourced from other world regions (DeFries et 
al. 2010; Cuypers et al 2013). While in recent years most deforestation is occurring in 
tropical countries, its impacts are felt at all scales. For example, forest loss accounts 
for an estimated 18% of global greenhouse gas emissions (Stern 2007) and has 
driven unprecedented declines in biodiversity, loss of local livelihoods and the 
displacement of indigenous and local communities. 

While the world is losing tropical forests, developed regions such as Europe have 
gained forest cover. The proximate drivers of this forest recovery include new forest 
planting, the re-growth of forests on abandoned farmlands, and sustainable forest 
management (FAO 2011). The underlying drivers, however, include the globalization 
of European trade, which has displaced many of the environmental and social costs 
of production to poorer countries both within and outside of Europe. For example, 
it is estimated that the EU imports some 36% of the international trade in crop and 
livestock products that drive deforestation elsewhere in the world, such as palm oil, 
soy and beef (Cuypers et al. 2013).

The concept of ecological ‘footprints’ has emerged as a means to better 
conceptualize, locate and measure the impacts of EU consumption on forests and 
people worldwide (e.g. Rice 2007; Cuypers et al., 2013). However, and as noted by 
previous INTEGRAL research (McDermott et al. 2014), determining the sustainability 
of consumption requires considering not only the size of global footprints, but also 
the quality of those footprints. For example, the EU produces roughly the same 
volume of wood that it consumes, and the volume of this consumption does not 
exceed the estimated biocapacity of EU countries to reproduce it (see Figure 1). 

Yet much of the wood consumed is traded internationally, and hence significant 
volumes of wood enter the supply chains of EU Member States that are sourced 
from countries with relatively high rates of illegal and/or unsustainable logging. 
For example, the twelve countries of the former Soviet Union and China are both 

Figure 1: Forest footprint as percent of 
biocapacity for EU Member States *
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* “Forest footprint” refers to the area of forestland needed to supply 

the wood products consumed by that country. “Biocapacity” refers 

to a country’s capacity to produce wood products. This table is 

extracted from McDermott et al. 2014, and is based on findings of 

the Global Footprint Network  (2012).
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important suppliers of wood products to the EU, and wood trade from both of 
these regions is considered to pose significant risks of illegality (McDermott et al. 
2014; Forest Trends 2013).

This external footprint, in turn, raises both pragmatic and ethical questions about 
the distribution of social responsibility, i.e. which countries or stakeholders are 
most motivated, most responsible or most capable to address the environmental 
and social footprints of global consumption? Or in other words: which countries 
or stakeholders “would, should or could” do what to promote more sustainable 
resource use?

This policy brief draws on a range of INTEGRAL research addressing these 
questions within the context of a key piece of EU forest footprint-related policy, 
the Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (EU FLEGT) Action Plan. In 
so doing, it highlights the need for not only recognizing, measuring and locating 
consumption as a driver of forest change, but also for nuanced analysis and 
discussion as to the most effective and equitable means of addressing its global 
environmental and social impacts.

2.	 The EU FLEGT Action Plan as a footprint 
strategy

The EU’s Forest Law Enforcement Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan, first 
introduced in 2003, forms a central pillar of EU strategy to address global forest 
footprints. At the time of the Plan’s adoption, many stakeholders in the EU and 
elsewhere were frustrated with years of intergovernmental stalemate over the 
need for a legally binding global forest convention. Among the reasons for this 
stalemate, was the reluctance of some countries to relinquish their sovereign 
right to govern their forest resources as they chose (Humphreys 2006). Perhaps 
in response to these debates over sovereignty, the 2000s saw a shift in attention 
from sustainable forest management, to tackling “illegal logging”. Framing the 
core of the problem as illegality, rather than a lack of sustainability, appeared to 
by-pass the issue of sovereignty by focusing only on how countries were, or were 
not, succeeding in enforcing their own laws (McDermott 2014).

Figure 2: EU(27) forest products* imports 
(average) and origin regions for the period 

2000-2013 (USDA Foreign Agricultural Service)

* Includes forest products listed under Chapter 44 “wood and wood 

products” of the Harmonized System (HS) of Commodity Classi-

fication. This includes some secondary processed wood products 

(SPWP), such as builder’s joinery, but does not include pulp and 

paper products (HS 47-49) or furniture (HS 94).
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It was argued that the illegal extraction of timber resources was generating major 
financial, environmental and social costs. For example, illegally sourced timber was 
estimated to cost, on average, 16% less than legal wood, and thus was distorting 
international timber markets and undercutting the competitiveness of legally 
operating forest industries (World Bank 2005). Illegal logging was also generating 
significant losses of government revenue in the form of taxes and fees, and often 
harming the forest environment and local communities. Past estimates of the 
extent of illegality have produced striking results - for example, 
illegal logging was estimated to account for up to 80% of the total 
timber use in Brazil, 73% in Indonesia, 50% in Cameroon, and 30% 
in Russia (ibid). While reliable statistics are lacking, illegal activities 
in the forest sector worldwide were estimated to be worth over 
US$150 billion annually (OECD 2001; World Bank 2006).

At the same time, it has been observed that the very broad term 
“illegal logging” encompasses a wide range of activities, from 
organized crime supplying lucrative international markets, to 
the extraction of low value species to supply domestic urban 
and rural markets, to the harvest of small volumes of wood for 
local subsistence use and benefit. In fact, in many developing 
countries the majority of industrial wood production is destined 
for domestic markets, and almost all of that production is “illegal” (Lesniewska and 
McDermott 2014). Thus attempts to address the problem of illegal logging must 
navigate all of these diverse production systems with important implications for 
both equity and effectiveness.

It is within this context that INTEGRAL research has examined the various 
dimensions of the EU Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) 
Action Plan. In particular, it focuses on two key mechanisms that have emerged 
from this Plan. This includes the first FLEGT mechanism to be developed under 
the Plan, which are the Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) with developing 
countries. FLEGT VPAs focus on developing systems for verifying and licensing 
legal wood coming from partner countries. In return, the EU will accept all such 
legally licensed wood from those partner countries as legal. 

INTEGRAL research also looks at a second mechanism that emerged from the 
FLEGT Action Plan, which is the EU Timber Regulation (EUTR), legislated in 2010. 
The EUTR aims to remove illegally harvested timber from the EU supply chain 
through three legally binding obligations for different players operating in 
forestry and the timber industry. First, it prohibits the placing of illegally harvested 
timber and related products on the EU market. Second, it requests economic 
operators (e.g., timber importers, traders, processors, public and private forest 
owners) who are placing imported and/or domestically produced timber for the 
first time in the EU to put in place and exercise a due diligence system in order 
to assess and minimize the risks of having illegal timber in their supply chains. 
Third, for traceability reasons, it obliges traders of timber products to keep records 
on their customers and suppliers. When exercising due diligence, economic 
operators must comply with three key elements of risk management: access to 
information, risk assessment, and risk mitigation. Additionally, the Regulation 
stipulates the establishment of monitoring organizations which are independent 
private entities that can assist economic operators putting in place due diligence 
systems (EP and CEU 2010).
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3.	R eviewing the evidence from INTEGRAL 
research

INTEGRAL research has addressed both the FLEGT VPA and the EUTR with a 
particular eye to the political dynamics around who would, should and could 
take responsibility for, and/or benefit from, the reduction of illegal logging. The 
summary provided in this brief draws primarily on research into the negotiation 
and implementation of the EUTR (Sotirov, 2015; Sotirov et al., 2015; McDermott and 
Sotirov, 2015, Dupraz-Ardiot et al. Forthcoming). However, it also highlights a few 
commonalities between the findings of this EUTR research and research into the 
design and implementation of FLEGT VPAs in Indonesia and Ghana (Lesniewska 
and McDermott 2014; Setyowati and McDermott, Forthcoming).

The effective and uniform implementation of the EUTR across all EU countries is 
a shared responsibility between the European Union and the Member States. 
Domestic implementation and enforcement of the Regulation remains the 
responsibility of each Member State. Each State must designate a competent 
authority to be responsible for the domestic implementation of the Regulation 
through checking and inspecting operators, monitoring organizations and traders, 
and by keeping records of their actions and if need be, applying proportionate 
sanctions and penalties.

As will be clear from our analysis below, the core role of EU Member States in 
implementing the EUTR has raised a number of important questions about 
their varying incentives, responsibilities and capacities to do so, i.e. who would, 
should and could comply. We argue that understanding these dynamics is key for 
improving the consistency, coherency and effectiveness of EUTR implementation.

To analyse the processes of EUTR formulation and implementation across Member 
States, INTEGRAL researchers conducted an extensive data collection and analysis 
during the period between 2013 and 2015. This research included content 
analysis of dozens of documents (e.g., EU legislation, Member State implementing 
laws, policy papers, press releases, and statistics). Moreover, in-depth interviews 
were conducted with key informants including members from the European 
Commission, European Parliament, Member States’ authorities, private and public 
forest owners, timber traders, forest industry companies and their associations, 
environmental NGOs, scientists, consultancies, forest certification companies. In 
total, 175 interviews were conducted at the EU level and in nine EU Member States 
(Austria, Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the UK), 
and also in producer countries (e.g., Russia, Indonesia, and Ghana). Additionally, 
group discussions were held during the INTEGRAL final conference in Brussels in 
June 2015 with policy-makers, stakeholders and scientists, which provided valuable 
insights on the different perceptions on the Regulation, its possible effects, and the 
current biggest challenges.

INTEGRAL research shows that different factors including the complexities of 
distinguishing legal from illegal timber and the tracking of global supply chains, 
mixed with the polarized EU politics regarding ‘sustainable forest management’, 
and the particular interests of a wide variety of policy actors and stakeholders 
involved, made the negotiation and formulation of the EUTR a challenging and 
protracted policy process. Key points of the Regulation that were subject to 

3. Key factors of forest development and forest management in Europe in the future
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controversy include the focus on legality instead of sustainability, the command-
and-control approach of an overall prohibition for the placing of illegal wood on 
the EU market, regulatory checks and penalties (in contrast to limiting the scope 
to a business-friendly, risk-based approach of due diligence), who should be the 
target groups of the Regulation (e.g. whether to include both timber traders/
importers and domestic timber producers/owners) and the scope of materials 
subject to the Regulation. The EUTR was eventually adopted after the formation 
of a broad alliance of NGOs and parts of the forest industry (mainly timber traders 
and large retailers) and Member States who were major timber importers. This 
alliance eventually overcame the resistance of some of the major forest produc-
ing countries. Offering a partial explanation for this latter resistance, interviews 
with public and private forest owners in producing countries suggested that while 
there was basic agreement with the goal of protecting the market from illegal 
timber, some producers argued against the initiative due to concerns over added 
bureaucracy and costs (Sotirov, 2015; Sotirov et al. 2015).

In regards to the formal positions taken by EU Member States throughout this 
process, INTEGRAL research identified several possible variables that may help 
explain differences in levels of Member State support for the EUTR. Factors deemed 
likely to incentivize support include relative dependence on imports of wood 
products from tropical countries (e.g. see Figure 3) coupled with high levels of 
civil society pressure to address tropical forest loss and degradation. In contrast, 
countries that are themselves important forest producers might consider the EUTR 
as imposing new costs, administrative burdens or other barriers to the international 
wood trade and hence be expected to be less supportive of the EUTR. 

Among Northern and Western European countries, these predictions appeared 
to align with actual Member State support. That is, the strongest initial political 
support for the EUTR came from the Netherlands and the UK, both countries 
with relatively small domestic forest industries that are heavily reliant on timber 
imports, including from high risk sources, and with very active civil society groups. 
In contrast, countries with strong domestic forest industries such as Germany and 
Sweden were less supportive, that is they voted against adoption of the EUTR once 
or both times that it was put up for vote. Within the Eastern and Southern Euro-
pean case study countries, however, the same correlations did not hold. There are a 
variety of possible explanations for this latter finding, including political incentives 
to adopt the majority position rather than expend political capital on opposition, 

Figure 3: Imports of primary tropical wood pro-
ducts in EU countries (industrial round-wood, 

sawnwood, veneer, plywood)
 

Source: ITTO 2015
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and/or differences in a country’s commitment to implementing the EUTR once it 
passed. The following analysis of implementation provides some support for the 
latter explanation. 

Just as EU Member States varied in their support for the EUTR, INTEGRAL research 
revealed significant variation among EU Member States in their formal enforcement 
and practical implementation of the Regulation. INTEGRAL researchers assessed 
Member State performance across a number of dimensions, including its formal 
transposition into national legislation, the establishment of a system of “due 
diligence” for assessing legal risk, a system for checking compliance, civil society 
engagement, and other key variables. Based on this assessment, they found 
that some countries have focused on both effective formal implementation and 
practical enforcement while other countries have prioritised the formal uptake 
of the Regulation into national law but not its practical enforcement. Finally, 
some countries have done relatively little in the way of either formal or practical 
implementation. In general, at this early stage of the Regulation, state authorities 
have primarily engaged in information and expertise exchange with different 
actors, ranging from environmental NGOs that can submit ‘substantiated concerns’ 
and act as whistle blowers on possible illegal activities, to larger timber companies 
with pre-existing knowledge on and experience with due diligence and supply 
chain tracking. In some cases where the Regulation has already been put into 
place, designation of competent authorities and penalties are still to be completed 
(Schwer and Sotirov 2014).  

If we consider the explanatory variables above as a possible means to explain 
this divergence, some interesting patterns emerge. As predicted, the UK and the 
Netherlands are relatively far along in implementation. However, they have also 
taken a relatively “soft” approach aimed at assisting traders and operators with 
compliance rather than strict legal enforcement. On the other hand Germany, 
despite initial resistance to the EUTR, has taken a “harder” approach entailing fines 
and prosecution. One possible explanation for Germany’s apparent shift in levels of 
support for the Regulation is that EUTR enforcement in regards to imports aligns 
with the interests of the German timber industry serving domestic markets, even if 
the EUTR may also be perceived as imposing costs and barriers to German exports. 
Meanwhile, the implementation of the EUTR in Eastern and Southern Europe has 
been slow. This can be explained at least in part by lack of resources and capacity, 
particularly in the poorer Eastern countries such Bulgaria (and Romania) or Southern 
countries such as Greece, Italy and Spain that are currently undergoing financial or 
economic crisis (Sotirov 2015; McDermott and Sotirov 2015).

INTEGRAL research shows that economic operators and stakeholders consider the 
uneven implementation to be a key issue that needs to be resolved. The issues relate 
to lack of uniformity and coherence in procedures and requirements demanded 
by competent authorities across Member States. This is particularly important for 
economic operators within the EU that fear loss of competitive advantage due to 
different national regulations ranging from stringent to relaxed to non-existent. 
Meanwhile, some economic operators are facing significant administrative 
burdens and economic costs associated with the implementation of the EUTR (e.g. 
additional time and personnel, legality documentation, translation of documents).
However, if we consider the questions of who would, should and could comply it 
suggests that both pragmatic and ethical arguments could be made for some EU 
countries to take on greater responsibility for EUTR implementation than others, 
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both within and outside their own borders. Specifically, the “would” question points 
out that some countries have more to gain than others from EUTR implementation 
and hence might be expected to invest more in ensuring its effectiveness. The 
“should” question highlights how some countries are more responsible than others 
for high risk imports (e.g. Figure 1), and hence might be held more responsible for 
addressing the illegality of imports. And finally the “could” question highlights major 
differences in capacity such that achieving “uniform” implementation may require 
significant transfers of financial and technical support from high to low capacity 
countries. In other words, the goal of implementing the EUTR in as coherent and 
consistent manner as possible may best be achieved by acknowledging and 
addressing these differences between countries.   

Despite these many complexities and challenges, INTEGRAL research conducted 
within the EU shows that EUTR has been perceived by many economic operators and 
stakeholders as bringing new opportunities and advantages to the timber sector 
and environmental protection goals. Among the EU and national stakeholders 
interviewed, the Regulation is in general perceived as a positive step towards 
achieving timber legality and forest sustainability as well as having a positive impact 
on the international reputational image, and hence on the business operations 
of the European timber industry, especially for operators importing from tropical 
countries. According to these interviewees, the EUTR is expected to have important 
effects in encouraging fair competition (e.g. eliminating market competition with 
illegal operations) and protecting the European timber market, particularly since 
the price of legal timber is expected to increase. Possible undesirable effects 
identified through the EUTR research, include the shift of timber trade towards less 
regulated and less demanding markets (e.g., China, India), as well as impacts on the 
use and uptake of forest certification schemes (Dieguez, 2015), both of which could 
ultimately undermine broader sustainability targets (Schwer and Sotirov 2014).

On the other hand, INTEGRAL research outside of the EU provides yet a different 
perspective. This research cautions that the focus of FLEGT interventions such as 
the EUTR and VPAs on the formal verification of legality risks favoring large-scale, 
high capacity producers serving export markets while further reducing local 
access to timber resources (Lesniewska and McDermott 2014). Many domestic 
producers in developing countries face highly complex forest laws (McDermott et 
al. 2010) to which they are unable to comply, let alone verify that they are doing so. 
Furthermore, the high prices available in export markets attract the highest value 
species and highest quality wood products, leaving domestic markets with lower 
value products and very low profit margins. Unless priority is placed on developing 
and implementing practical, low cost legal frameworks appropriate for governing 
domestic production, the requirements for legality verification either won’t be 
enforced at the domestic level or, if they are, may push local people out of the wood 
markets altogether. This once again reinforces the importance of considering who 
“would, should and could” take responsibility for addressing illegal logging. That 
is, it suggests that those EU Member States and other actors most committed to 
FLEGT objectives may be required to invest substantial resources into achieving 
them.
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CONCLUSIONS

The EU is a leading global consumer of timber and other commodities associated 
with forest loss and degradation. The EU’s Forest Law Enforcement Governance 
and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan represents one of the EU’s core strategies to address 
this global forest footprint in a way that promotes better forest governance 
and improved environmental and social outcomes both within and outside its 
borders. Specifically it lays the foundation for two, presumably complementary, 
mechanisms –the EU Timber Regulation (EUTR) and Voluntary Partnership 
Agreements (VPAs). The EUTR is intended to prevent illegally produced wood 
from entering the EU, while VPAs involve agreements with developing countries 
to work in partnership to improve forest governance and develop systems to 
verify the legality of wood originating from those countries. 

INTEGRAL research shows that the EUTR is perceived to bring new opportunities 
and advantages to the European timber sector (e.g. international image, 
competitiveness), and is anticipated by many EU stakeholders to have positive 
impacts on the sustainability of the forestry sector in general. Still, EU stakeholders 
also reported several potential downsides, including the re-routing of illegal 
timber to less regulated markets and a possible decrease in forest certification 
uptake. Achieving coherent and consistent implementation and enforcement 
across the EU countries remains a key challenge, with different responsibilities, 
incentives and capacities influencing how countries prioritize and handle the 
implementation of the regulation within their boundaries. 

INTEGRAL research also cautions that the focus of FLEGT interventions (VPAs 
and the EUTR) on the formal verification of legality also risks reinforcing existing 
inequities. Within the EU, poorer countries and countries in a state of economic 
crisis tend, on the one hand, to consume fewer high risk products, while on 
the other hand lack the resources and capacity needed for rigorous EUTR 
implementation. Within developing countries such as Indonesia and Ghana, VPA 
systems have thus far favored large-scale, high capacity producers serving the 
EU market, while further reducing domestic market access to legal and higher 
quality timber resources.

In sum, these findings suggest that achieving the goals of the EU FLEGT Action 
Plan requires recognizing and better balancing the different responsibilities, 
incentives and resources available to EU Member states, the EU and VPA partner 
countries, and large and small operators.   
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