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Preamble 

This report and accompanying documents are designed to assist USGBC in 
developing well informed, transparent, and effective policy choices based on USGBC’s 
own goals and priorities. The comprehensive feedback that has been received from an 
array of stakeholders has not only improved the quality of the report, but has also helped 
ensure that the USGBC is aware of the range of perspectives within, and across, industry, 
forest owners, environmental organizations, and other stakeholder groups.  

The Yale Program on Forest Policy and Governance is an independent research 
organization, and does not endorse any particular certification system(s) or policy choice. 
Instead, our goal is to provide policy analysis and foster learning about existing and 
potential policy choices that will permit the USGBC, and other stakeholders, to make 
decisions consistent with their long-term objectives. Any and all policy choices regarding 
which certification programs to recognize, and in what manner, rest solely with the 
USGBC.  

The topics addressed in our analysis include very complex and/or contested 
issues, such as the comprehensive definition of “sustainable” forestry and the 
identification of “significant” similarities and differences among certification systems. 
Debate over these issues is likely to continue into the foreseeable future, both within and 
outside of scientific communities. In recognition of this, an earlier draft of this document 
was circulated for peer review among key stakeholders and posted on the YPFPG website 
for general public comment. A summary of comments and responses is provided in 
Appendix D.  

This report and appendices are provided as analytical tools, not records of 
consensus. They are designed to promote learning and dialogue about forest certification 
and the use of wood and other materials, to outline various policy options, and to 
encourage further thought on the ramifications of any given policy choice on the 
continued development of environmental and social performance standards in the US and 
abroad. 
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Executive Summary  

THE ISSUE  

• This report is designed to assist the US Green Building Council in promoting 
environmentally, socially and economically responsible use of wood and other 
bio-based building materials through its Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) Green Building Rating System. The report focuses in greatest 
detail on the selection of forest certification systems. Other complementary policy 
options are also introduced and explored. 

BACKGROUND 

• The Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Green Building 
Rating System™ was created to provide market recognition for the design, 
construction, and operation of high performance green buildings. LEED addresses 
performance in five key areas, consisting of human and environmental health: 
sustainable site development, water savings, energy efficiency, materials 
selection, and indoor environmental quality. To earn certification under the LEED 
program, a building project must meet certain prerequisites and performance 
benchmarks ("credits") within each category. Projects are awarded Certified, 
Silver, Gold, or Platinum certification depending on the number of credits they 
achieve.  

• The procurement of wood in the LEED system has been addressed in two specific 
categories that can earn a project points towards LEED certification: 1) the use of 
wood products that were grown and harvested in an environmentally and socially 
responsible manner; and 2) the demonstration of innovation in the design, 
construction, operations and maintenance of a building project. In addition, debate 
has been ongoing as to whether the category of “rapidly renewable” resources 
should be changed to “renewable” resources to award credits to wood and other 
longer rotation crops. Points are allocated through LEED Rating Systems that 
cover new commercial and residential construction and renovations as well as 
operations and maintenance of existing commercial buildings.  

• Forest certification is of relevance to all of the LEED credits available for wood 
use. 1) It provides evidence of environmentally and socially responsible wood 
production. 2) It could be used to determine when wood might qualify for credits 
as a “renewable” material. 3) It is used to identify outstanding and innovative 
wood use.  

• There are currently a multitude of forest certification programs in existence, and 
there has been considerable debate over which ones should receive recognition in 
the LEED system.  
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• Given the prevalence of highly destructive and illegal forestry practices in some 
regions of the world, LEED may want to consider other potentially effective 
market and policy mechanisms, in addition to forest certification, that would 
address the worst performers. These could include prohibiting the use of wood 
products sourced from such practices. 

• In order to promote responsible use of all building materials, and avoid 
inappropriate substitutes for wood use, LEED is well suited to develop consistent 
policies across all sectors, from the harvest of wood, bamboo, and other bio-based 
materials, to the manufacturing of steel, concrete and other inorganic materials.  

THE CERTIFICATION QUESTION  

• The suite of forest certification programs of greatest relevance to the U.S. 
building industry (i.e. that together account for more than 99% of wood by 
volume used in US construction) include: 

!  the American Tree Farm System (ATFS),  

!  the Canadian Standards Association (CSA) Sustainable Forest 
Management (SFM) system  

!  the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC),  

!  the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI),  

!  In addition, the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification 
has developed an umbrella endorsement system that provides international 
recognition for national certification schemes in many countries around 
the world. 

• There is dispute among environmental and industry groups regarding the relative 
merits of each of these forest certification schemes. 

USGBC’s CURRENT APPROACH  

• To date, the FSC has been the only system eligible for LEED forest certification 
credits. This policy has been criticized by key stakeholders for at least six reasons: 

!  First, there has been no clearly identified rationale for the “FSC only” 
policy.  

!  Second, and related, supporters of alternative programs have argued that 
there are many similarities among the major forest certification programs 
worldwide and thus all programs should be recognized for their role in 
promoting responsible forest management. 
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!  Third, the current supply of FSC wood is limited, making it difficult to 
earn certified wood credits. 

!  Fourth, the “FSC only” “yes, no” tool is asserted by some to present a 
binary choice for what, in the real world, is a continuum between 
environmentally and socially destructive practices at one end, and 
exemplary “eco-forestry” at the other.  

!  Fifth, there are no consistent controls on the use of non-certified wood, 
including wood that may originate from illegal and/or highly destructive 
forest practices.  

!  Sixth, it is asserted by many in the forestry community that there is a lack 
of consistency between policies for wood use and policies for other 
materials. This inconsistency is considered to include otherwise 
unprecedented standards for certification as well as inadequate rationale 
for favoring short rotation production of bio-based materials. 

• In addition to forest certification, LEED credits are rewarded for the use of 
rapidly renewable materials, such as bamboo and agricultural products, that are 
harvested in intervals of up to ten years. This policy has also been subject to 
debate. 

!  Forest products producers and others have asserted that there is a lack of 
scientific evidence favoring short rotation crops, such as bamboo, over 
longer-rotation products, such as solid wood. 

THE POLICY ANALYSIS 

The following three sections address all of the above concerns. The first section 
identifies three different “decision tools”, or methodologies, for determining which forest 
certification systems should be awarded LEED credits. These include the comparative 
analysis of systems in their current form, the use of benchmark performance 
requirements, and the application of scenarios to assess the market impacts of USGBC’s 
decisions. The second section expands beyond certification to assess what might be done 
to improve the sourcing of non-certified wood in green buildings. It suggests how 
USGBC can support current global efforts to stem trade in illegally produced timber by 
prohibiting the use of such materials in LEED certified buildings. The third and final 
section discusses possibilities for a cross-sectoral framework to consistently assess the 
environmental, economic and social impact of all building materials. 

SECTION I: CHOOSING WHICH CERTIFICATION SCHEME(S) TO 
RECOGNIZE 

The ultimate measure of effectiveness for any forest certification scheme is its on-
the-ground impact on forest health and related socio-economic benefits. It is very 
challenging, however, to separate the environmental and socio-economic effects of forest 
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certification from other local to landscape-level variables that also impact forests. In part 
for this reason, there is a lack of information that would enable USGBC to choose forest 
certification schemes based solely on their impacts. This section therefore, begins with 
options for decision-making based on certification policies. It addresses how USGBC 
may choose which certification schemes to recognize based on the degree to which these 
schemes provide assurance that certified operators achieve high levels of environmental 
and social performance (Decision Tools #1 and #2). This policy-based analysis is then 
followed by a discussion of how USGBC might move towards a more “results-based” 
approach focused on on-the-ground impacts. The section then concludes with an 
assessment of the impacts of USGBC’s decision on the future development of forest 
certification (Decision Tool #3). 

DECISION TOOL #1: AN INFORMED CHOICE, BASED ON A 
COMPARATIVE MATRIX 

!  The YPFPG comparative matrix (Appendix A) begins by identifying over 100 
key substantive and procedural issues, or “policy criteria”, that the relevant 
forest certification programs deem important to sustainable forestry. 

!  The matrix then identifies the specific wording of requirements under each 
system for each of these policy criteria. 

A. The intended result is a clearer understanding of differences 
across systems regarding how key environmental and social 
goals are addressed. 

B. Such detailed analysis is necessary to capture many significant 
differences that are otherwise lost in broad-brush comparisons. 
For example, the difference between use of the word “shall” 
(mandatory) versus “should” (voluntary), or “as appropriate” 
(discretionary). 

!  If USGBC decides to adopt Decision Tool #1 by itself, it can use the matrix to 
decide which system(s) best fits with its own mission. This knowledge, 
together with a scenario-based assessment of the impacts of accepting one or 
more systems, can then be used to decide which systems should be eligible for 
LEED points. In the future, the comparison can be updated and the yes/no 
decision re-evaluated based on changes to the certification systems compared. 

!  To the extent that USGBC thus further defines its own environmental and 
social goals, it may also reconsider how those goals apply to its own 
organizational standards and procedures. For example, if it is determined that 
forest certification should meet a set of rules for certifier accreditation, then 
USGBC may choose to modify its own accreditation procedures accordingly. 

!  The advantage of a “yes/no” decision is its relative simplicity. Disadvantages 
include the lack of transparent and precisely defined requirements to achieve 
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recognition under the LEED system. This limited transparency in turn limits 
USGBC’s ability to play a leadership role in promoting effective certification 
schemes. 

DECISION TOOL #2: A BENCHMARK SYSTEM 

!  A benchmark system identifies, criterion-by-criterion, exactly what is required 
for a certification system to achieve recognition in LEED.  

!  The idea is to allow USGBC’s to identify its own goals and to create 
transparent rules of access. Under such a system any certification scheme that 
meets USGBC’s benchmarks will achieve LEED recognition. Any scheme 
that does not meet the benchmarks, may choose to make the changes 
necessary to achieve such recognition in the future.  

!  There are two ways in which initial benchmarks can be developed.  

A. They could be based on requirements of existing systems (an 
“inductive” approach) and/or  

B. They could be created independently by USGBC policy-makers 
and/or stakeholder decision-making bodies (a “deductive” 
approach). 

!  We illustrate the plausibility of this approach through draft benchmarks 
provided in the Appendix C. These draft benchmarks may be modified 
according to stakeholder input and USGBC’s priorities. 

!  YPFPG’s illustration of draft benchmarks is based on existing systems, as 
identified in the comparative matrix. YPFPG has taken this approach 
because:  

A. Any USGBC stakeholder process to develop new benchmarks 
entirely independent of existing systems would be, by definition, 
a long-term and incremental process 

B. Existing certification programs have already undertaken years of 
stakeholder engagement. Hence, their existing rules reflect 
deliberative processes (albeit with strong disagreement among 
certification programs about which processes are the most 
legitimate)  

C. Basing initial LEED benchmark requirements on existing 
certification systems ensures that one or more of the existing 
forest certification schemes will meet these benchmarks. This 
supports the development of forest certification and certified 
wood markets worldwide. 
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D. Once these benchmarks are formed, there are various ways that 
USGBC can increase their independence from existing forest 
certification requirements. The “target benchmark” concept 
below provides one option. 

!  If the USGBC is to pursue a benchmark approach, it must develop a 
process for identifying organizational priorities. These priorities can then 
be reflected in both short term and longer term benchmark requirements  

A. For instance, the USGBC may want to use the benchmarks in 
appendix A as a starting point that could be improved over time 
based on stakeholder consultation and policy learning 

GRADUATED BENCHMARKS 

USGBC could develop a single benchmark, or it could recognize varying degrees 
of performance through graduated assessment. The following subsections describe how a 
graduated benchmark system might be designed. This begins with the development of 
flexible and prescriptive benchmarks, followed by the addition of target benchmarks 
aimed at promoting continual improvements. 

Should USGBC decide to recognize varying degrees of performance through a 
tiered system of credits, USGBC can adjust the number of credits to achieve the 
appropriate weighted balance. For example, the ratio of credits awarded to lower versus 
upper tier certification systems could be 1:2, 1:3, 1:4, etc. depending on the schemes’ 
relative performance. 

FLEX IBLE AND PRESCRIPTI VE BENCHMARKS 

• As illustrated in the YPFPG comparative matrix (Appendix A), there is much 
similarity among schemes in the scope of issues addressed. The schemes vary 
considerably, however, in their level of policy prescriptiveness, i.e. the degree of 
flexibility allowed in interpretation of certification standards and procedures. 

• These differences can be captured through the development of “Flexible” and 
“Prescriptive” benchmarks based on the range of policy approaches adopted by 
existing certification schemes.  

• Appendix B provides an example of such performance benchmarks.  

A. The ”Flexible Benchmark” represents a relatively more 
discretionary approach to performance requirements.  

B. The “Prescriptive Benchmark” encapsulates a second list of 
standards that are relatively more prescriptive and/or 
comprehensive in their specifications.  
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!  The attached draft flexible and prescriptive benchmarks for performance 
standards draw on existing national and international standards. Sub-
national standards, such as the FSC regional standards, or CSA’s Defined 
Forest Area (DFA)-level objectives, targets and indicators, were not used. 
However, USGBC can develop benchmarks based on any standards it 
chooses, including sub-national standards or the FSC-US national 
indicator template (as a reflection of baseline FSC-US requirements). 

!  The scale of the performance standards upon which the benchmarks are 
based affects both 1) their level of prescritiveness and 2) the geographic 
scope of certified supply. 

A. Benchmarks based on international standards will ease access to 
international certified wood supplies. At the same time they will 
not reflect the full suite of performance requirements that some 
certification schemes currently support. 

B. Benchmarks based on North American national or sub-national 
indicators will better reflect local on-the-ground requirements, 
but in some cases could restrict the geographic scope of supply. 

!  YPFPG does not take a position on the relative merits of flexible versus 
prescriptive benchmarks. Instead, we identify prescriptiveness as a key 
difference among systems and defer to USGBC to determine which 
approach best meets its own organizational goals. 

TARGET BENCHMARKS 

YPFPG also describes a “Target Benchmark” approach in which USGBC identifies 
performance criteria that exceed the current performance criteria of any certification 
system, representing a more “ideal” result. The Target Benchmarks included are 
intended for illustration only. Such benchmarks must be established according to 
USGBC’s own priorities. The idea for offering a Target Benchmark option is to: 

!  Allow USGBC to be clear to all certification programs and forest operations as to 
what it expects/hopes to occur in the future 

!  Provide a clear mechanism for improvement without undermining markets for 
those good performers who don’t yet meet USGBC’s target 

!  Provide a potential way to recognize exemplary practices that, for a variety of 
reasons, may not be certified. 

RESULTS-BASED MEASURES 

USGBC could play a role in promoting field-based evaluation of forest 
certification schemes through the development of results-based performance benchmarks 
that complement and/or eventually replace policy-based benchmarks. USGBC could 
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develop such benchmarks through longer-term collaboration with existing certification 
schemes and/or research and monitoring organizations that are currently developing 
methodologies for measuring certification’s environmental and social impacts. 

INSTITUTIONAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE EVALUATION OF 
CERTIFICATION SCHEMES BASED ON BENCHMARKS 

!  If USGBC adopts a benchmark system it will be necessary to develop a credible 
process, involving qualified professionals, to determine what certification systems 
meet those benchmarks, and to monitor changes in the certification systems over 
time. 

!  USGBC may also choose to assess how its own standards and policies relate to 
the benchmarks established for forest certification systems. 

DECISION TOOL #3: ASSESSING IMPACTS OF USGBCÕs 
CERTIFICATION CHOICE ON FUTURE MARKET DEMAND  

• Decision Tool #3 reflects on the broader economic and political effects that 
USGBC’s current decisions might have over the longer term. While there is 
inherent risk in predicting outcomes, a risk which increases the longer the time 
horizon, predictions are arguably necessary for any organization aimed at leading 
market transformation. 

• As illustrated by the history of forest certification, the competition among systems 
has had profound influence on the content of certification standards and 
procedures. Thus any choice that influences the competitive advantage of a given 
certification system will likewise influence: 

1. the speed of growth of LEED certification 

2. the relative growth of each forest certification scheme 

3. incentives for forest certification schemes to continually improve and 
adapt 

4. certification’s impact on forest management 

• Given this historical knowledge, USGBC can develop benefit-risk scenarios that 
weigh the plausible benefits against the plausible risks of different policy 
decisions.   

• Part II, subsection “Decision Tool #3” of the full YFPG report provides an 
example of a benefit-risk analysis 

In sum, the above decision tools #1, 2, and #3 require immediate consideration, given 
USGBC’s current priorities. However YPFPG has also addressed two issues not directly 
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related to forest certification, but directly related to USGBC’s goals of promoting 
responsible wood use. For these issue, the following Sections II and III offers ideas that 
might be developed over the longer term to further increase USGBC’s environmental and 
social effectiveness. 

EQUITY IMPACTS OF CHOOSING CERTIFICATION SCHEMES 

“Equity” is one of USGBC’s five “essential values” (USGBC 2006). For this and 
other reasons, USGBC may wish to consider how the choice of forest certification 
scheme(s) varies in its environmental and social impacts across different forest ownership 
types. All major forest certification schemes recognize that one of their greatest 
challenges is providing equitable access to small-scale and/or low intensity forest 
operations that are committed to responsible forestry but lack resources to invest in 
certification. This includes operations concerned primarily with conservation through 
forest restoration. Despite awareness of this problem, large-scale ownerships still account 
for a strikingly large majority of the forest area certified. Each scheme has taken a 
different approach to addressing the problem.1 

!  USGBC may consider whether the mechanisms already provided by its choice of 
certification scheme(s) are adequate for ensuring that economies of scale do not: 
create unacceptable inequities, reduce incentives for responsible small-scale 
production, discourage forest restoration, and/or encourage forest conversion. 

!  USGBC may consider splitting its choice of certification schemes based on 
different requirements for industrial operators versus small-scale and/or low 
intensity operators. 

A. Pros: This might promote a more equitable balance of certified 
forest ownerships. It might also enable the development of forest 
certification schemes better tailored to specific forest ownership 
types 

B. Cons: This would add another layer of complexity to USGBC’s 
mechanism for recognizing certification schemes. It might 
undermine the efforts of existing schemes to address the issue. 
USGBC would become the party primarily responsible for any 
inequities in the levels of on-the-ground performance expected 
across ownership types.  

!  USGBC may use the “Target” benchmark concept to provide extra credit or other 
kinds of special recognition for forest restoration activities. 

                                                 
1 See corresponding equity section in the full body of the report for further detail on the mechanisms 
developed by different schemes. 
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SECTION II: OTHER TOOLS TO ENCOURAGE RESPONSIBLE 
WOOD USE 

PROHIBIT USE OF ILLEGALLY HARVESTED TIMBER 

!  Illegal logging is an issue of major global concern, and there is widespread 
stakeholder support for stemming trade in illegally produced timber. Governments 
worldwide are collaborating over procurement policies and/or legislative 
strategies (such as the Lacey Act in the US) to address the issue. USGBC can 
increase its effectiveness in promoting responsible wood use by focusing not just 
on rewarding the top performers through forest certification, but also “weeding 
out the bottom”, i.e. those forestry operations that are so destructive that the wood 
they produce should never be used in a USGBC project.  

!  YPFPG suggests phasing in requirements for legality verification as a pre-
requisite for LEED certification.  

A. Such a system would be based on a “risk assessment” identifying areas 
where there is a high risk of illegal activity and requiring legality 
verification for wood originating from those areas. 

SECTION III: CROSS-SECTORAL FRAMEWORKS TO PROMOTE 
SUSTAINABLE USE OF ALL BUILDING MATERIALS  

This current project is focused on wood production, which constitutes just one of 
a multitude of materials and resources used in building construction. Ultimately, if 
USGBC is to maximize its positive impacts on resource use, and avoid environmentally 
and socially inappropriate substitutions of other products held to less stringent standards 
than wood, then it needs to consider common principles that can apply to all products and 
certification systems. 

A COMPREHENSIVE SYSTEM OF LIFE CYCLE ASSESSMENT  

!  In order to promote environmentally and socially sustainable use of building 
materials, USGBC could consider replacing the current system of credits for 
rapidly renewable materials with a system that awards credits based on a complete 
life cycle assessment.  

!  In contribution towards an LCA policy, Appendix C reviews and evaluates 
existing research on environmental impacts of biobased materials used in 
buildings, including both wood and non-wood products. It then assesses the 
feasibility of comparing wood and non-wood products in terms of environmental 
impacts, and compares what is known of those impacts. Finally, it considers the 
role of other certification systems besides forest certification in shaping life cycle 
impacts. 
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A CROSS-SECTORAL CERTIFICATION PROGRAM 

!  A policy option that addresses certification across sectors could also help directly 
addresses the “chicken and egg” problem by focusing on the demand side. The 
assumption is that the more demand for certified products of all kinds, the more 
producers will comply, and the more impacts will occur. Indeed, as the economic 
benefits accrue to those supplying certified products, the more standards can be 
increased over time without penalizing producers committed to certification.  

!  USGBC is of course, by its own involvement in building certification, attempting 
to encourage demand side signals. This policy option, however, focuses 
specifically on how USGBC can collaborate with other systems to generate 
widespread recognition and better understanding of environmental and social 
certification.  

!  The idea, proposed by Cashore (2007), is to create a single global label which 
would encompass leading certification programs  

!  Under this proposal, nothing would change with respect to individual certification 
programs with the exception that they would be housed under the broad label, 
“Better World”. Hence, there would be “Better world –Organic”, “Better World – 
Fair Trade” etc.  Of course, debate will likely arise over which program should 
qualify for the Better World label, just as it has among competing forest 
certification systems.  

!  Whatever decision is made, we suggest that this approach be kept simple. With 
this in mind, we offer four key features for membership in Better World: 

A. Those being regulated cannot dominate the standards setting 
process 

• This is designed to recognize the problem of producer self-
regulation that most stakeholders acknowledge, from 
environmental groups such as the Sierra Club to industry 
associations such as the AF&PA 

B. Standards address “on the ground” behavior designed to ameliorate 
a problem 

C. Products are tracked along a supply chain 

D. There is third-party, independent verification 

CONCLUSIONS 

• This report provides USGBC with information to help inform transparent and 
effective policy choices. It is up to USGBC to determine what policy choices best 
meet its organizational goals. 
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• The benchmark approach to assessing certification schemes would signify a 
reversal of USGBC’s current system-by-system evaluation process.  

A. Instead of USGBC choosing certification programs, certification 
programs would choose to conform to the specific set of performance 
requirements established by USGBC for recognition in LEED  

B. i.e. by setting out what USGBC expects of certification programs, it 
would be up to all systems to decide if they want to meet LEED 
standards, rather than the current situation in which USGBC is forced 
to decide.  

C. This approach also provides a clear and transparent set of criteria/rules 
to those programs that do not yet qualify 

D. That is, rather than treating certification programs, which constantly 
revise and adapt their own rules governing sustainable forest 
management, as “in or out”, this process will provide a clear set of 
requirements which any program could decide to meet.  

• Once USGBC’s goals have been clearly established, USGBC must consider how 
the markets may be best harnessed to serve these goals. An assessment of possible 
benefits and risks can be used to assess the merits of different policy options, 
ranging from exclusive recognition of one certification system to full acceptance 
of multiple schemes. 

• USGBC can support global, multi-stakeholder efforts to discourage the worst 
performers by prohibiting the use of illegal wood in LEED certified building. 

• USGBC could better harmonize its impacts across all building materials, and 
enhance market demand for all environmental and social certification systems, 
through the development of a comprehensive, cross-sectoral assessment 
framework for certification schemes. 

• In regards to the overall merits of wood versus other building materials, USGBC 
could develop a separate set of credits based on Life Cycle Assessment (see 
Appendix C) to replace the current credits favoring rapidly renewable resources. 

• USGBC can meanwhile adjust the relative influence of its policies on both 
certification schemes and on wood use by adjusting the relative number of credits 
allocated among, and within, existing credit categories.  

• Finally, it is imperative that USGBC use this report and/or any other analyses it 
sees fit, to guide a transparent, problem focused discussion among key 
stakeholders. 
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Part I 

Introduction to Forest Certification 

What is forest certification? 

Forest certification involves the green labeling of companies and wood products 
that meet standards of “sustainable” or “responsible” forestry. The primary purpose of 
forest certification is to provide market recognition for forest producers who meet a set of 
agreed upon environmental and social standards.  

While the basic concept of certification is simple enough, there is major debate 
regarding the type of forestry that certification should promote, ranging from more 
ecosystem-based forest management to standard industrial codes of best practice. 
Furthermore, some argue for a system with modest standards and broader-scale 
application, subject to continual improvement. Others see certification’s role as setting 
high standards that recognize the very best performers. A brief review of forest 
certification’s history will illustrate how competition among these different interests has 
helped to shape the very standards and content of the systems themselves. With the 
growth of green building markets, USGBC’s decision regarding which forest certification 
system to support, could likewise have significant impact on how certification develops 
in the future, and which, if any, group of interests come to dominate its development. 

Forest certification in North America 

Forest certification, as a market-based instrument, first emerged in the US and 
Canada in the late 1980s. At this time there was growing concern about the impacts of 
decades of intensive timber harvesting, particularly along the US and Canadian Pacific 
Coast. Among the key concerns at this time were: 1) the loss of old growth forests, 2) an 
overall decline in the diversity of native forest habitats, 3) human and environmental 
health problems stemming from pesticide and herbicide use, and 4) “boom and bust” 
economic cycles in forest dependent communities.  

Back in the late 1980s, local NGOs along the Pacific Coast and the Northern 
Appalachians began to develop locally based certification systems built around the 
concept of “ecosystem-based management”. A fundamental principle of ecosystem-based 
management is that forestry be focused on the maintenance of ecosystems in their 
entirety, rather than just the maximization of timber production. Key concepts of this 
approach include supporting a diversity of forest age classes and forest stand structures 
based on natural disturbance patterns;2 maintaining biodiversity; excluding or minimizing 

                                                 
2 Ecosystem-based management does not exclude the use of clearcuts. Instead, it promotes mimicking 
natural disturbance patterns. In the Pacific Coast rainforests, this might involve mimicking natural patterns 
of intermittent tree mortality through single tree selection. In interior habitats, it could involve mimicking 
forest fire patterns through harvesting larger groups of trees. 
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the use of synthetic chemicals; and supporting local human communities through a range 
of activities such as direct employment, local processing, the harvest of non-timber forest 
products (i.e. mushrooms, medicinals, firewood, etc.), recreation, direct employment and 
local processing (Franklin 1993; Grumbine 1994; Jensen and Bourgeron 1994; Moola et 
al. 2004; Noss and Scott 1997; Slocombe 1993; Szaro et al. 1998; Wilson 2001). 

These early forest certification initiatives were focused largely on small-scale, 
non-industrial timber production (McDermott and Hoberg 2003). This initial small-scale 
focus, however, began to change with the concurrent growth of an international 
certification movement.  

At the international level, the initial impetus for forest certification was concern 
over arguably more dire and intractable global forest challenges. By 1992, ongoing 
frustration with domestic and inter governmental efforts to address deforestation and 
forest degradation in the tropics led many transnational environmental groups, led by the 
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), to spearhead a coalition of environmental and 
socially concerned NGOs, select retailers, governmental officials, and a handful of forest 
companies to create the international Forest Stewardship Council (FSC).  

By the mid-1990s, the US and Canadian certification programs chose to join the 
new FSC system as FSC-accredited certifiers. With this growing international focus, the 
priorities of these certifiers began to shift towards larger-scale North American forest 
producers of direct relevance to the national the international marketplace.  

The vast majority of industrial forestry companies in North America, however, 
initially rejected the idea of certification under the FSC. In the United States, the 
American Forest and Paper Association (AF&PA) responded by launching its own 
‘Sustainable Forestry Initiative’ (SFI), which set out broad principles of Sustainable 
Forest Management (SFM) which all of its members were required to support. It was 
argued that general principles of “sustainable forest management” applied by competent 
forest managers, as opposed to less flexible and more narrowly defined forest 
management prescriptions, should be proof enough that industrial forest practices were 
sustainable (Cashore et al. 2004).  

In Canada, where the majority of forestlands are publicly owned, industry 
interests joined forces in 1993 with government and other stakeholders to develop an 
FSC-alternative under Canada’s national standards body, the Canadian Standards 
Association (CSA). This became the CSA Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) 
certification system. 

Meanwhile, non-industrial forest owners in the US were involved in yet another 
certification initiative, known as the American Tree Farm System (ATFS). The ATFS 
developed its first certification standard in 1941. The ATFS has not historically fit the 
definition of forest certification as a “market-based” system with environmental labels 
and third-party enforcement mechanisms. Instead, ATFS has engaged volunteer foresters 
in helping family tree farm owners learn about, and practice, sustainable forestry. More 
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recently, however, the ATFS has been working to establish itself as an internationally 
recognized system on par with the FSC, SFI and others. 

Thus by the end of the 1990s, four different forest certification systems had 
developed, i.e. the ATFS, CSA, FSC, and SFI, each formed by different forestry interests. 
These interests held diverse and contrasting views both about forest management as well 
as about the appropriate structure and role of forest certification. FSC supporters were 
pushing for more prescriptive performance standards that would ensure a shift towards 
lower intensity, ecosystem-driven management, while SFI and CSA supporters were 
promoting more flexible approaches that gave forest owners greater discretion in their 
management choices, while ATFS was concerned with outreach to non-industrial forest 
owners. In regards to certification procedures, FSC certification was based on third party 
auditing of forest management and the green labeling of forest products systematically 
tracked from certified forest operations to their final point of sale. SFI, in contrast, began 
with industry self-auditing before later developing a third party auditing option, and 
ATFS, CSA, and SFI initially did not carry a forest products label.  

Over the last ten years or so, competition among these systems has forced each to 
change and adapt to the demands of competing interest. The FSC has become more 
responsive to market economics and the other systems are more responsive to non-
producer concerns. (Cashore et al. 2004). The current result of this competition, is that 
FSC, SFI and CSA have all made inroads into mainstream wood markets, and the ATFS 
has been developing a certification option for non-industrial producers. Should there be 
significant market demand, all systems have developed the capacity to provide certified 
wood for green building. The following figure illustrates the current status of third party 
certification across the four forest certification systems now operational within the US 
and Canada. 

Figure 1 Cer tified forest in 2006 as % of productive forestland in US and Canada3 

 

                                                 
3 Note: There is double counting in the US figures in cases where a certified property is certified to FSC, 
SFI and/or ATFS (a minority of cases). Not all certified property is located in production forest. All of the 
CSA certified forest area is in Canada, where it covers 38% of CanadaÕs productive forestlands. 
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To date, there is significantly more forestland certified in Canada than the US, 
and more certified to the SFI and CSA than the FSC or ATFS. Most large industrial 
producers have been certified to at least one forest certification system.  

The above figure tells only a part of the story, however. A majority of AF&PA 
firms have certified to SFI. These firms and other SFI operations now cover more or less 
90% of the country’s total industrial forestland (SFI).4 SFI participants produce about 
50% of the US solid wood products, and 85% of US panel production (OSB and 
plywood) (Metnick 2007). While a significant percentage of these products are procured 
from non- third party certified forestlands, SFI procurement policies (to be addressed 
later in this report) include some performance requirements that apply to all suppliers. 
These procurement policies, as well as SFI’s Chain of Custody rules, recognize ATFS 
certification of family forest owners and this, in turn, could support the growth of ATFS. 

In Canada, members of the Forest Products Association of Canada are required to 
be certified to CSA, SFI or FSC. In addition, some provincial governments, such as New 
Brunswick, require that all licensees operating on Crown land be certified (DNR-NB 
2003). FPAC members now account for almost 80% of the hectares certified in Canada, 
and 86% of Canada’s managed forests have been certified (FPAC 2007 Sustainability 
Report). The CSA system’s procedures for public involvement, recognition of volume-
based tenures, and association with an established Canadian standard-setting organization 
may help to explain its rapid expansion within Canada. 

This growth in certified land area has not been accompanied by a corresponding 
growth in demand for certified products. Across all systems, only a very small portion of 
the wood produced from certified forests has been sold as certified.  

For solid wood markets, green building constitutes an important and growing 
market for FSC certified wood. Between 2003 and 2006, 360 FSC certificates were 
related to US green building (FSC-US).  

The Global Context 

While the US and Canada are the dominant producers of wood for US building 
construction, a small though increasing percentage (less than 5%) of equivalent material 
comes from abroad. Hence LEED certification must also consider the dynamics of 
certification’s development at a global level.  

As in the US, a plethora of systems have emerged in Europe and elsewhere as 
competitors to the FSC. These national systems have joined together to develop a system 
of “mutual recognition” known as the “Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 
Certification schemes” (PEFC). PEFC is open to endorsing any applicant certification 
scheme developed in a multi-stakeholder forum. As of August 2007, the PEFC website 
had recorded the endorsement of 22 national systems, including the SFI and CSA. There 
is no mutual recognition between the FSC and PEFC. Thus, at an international level the 

                                                 
4  Industrial forestlands cover about 9% of total US forest area. 
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NGO/industry certification debate has split into two large camps consisting of the PEFC 
“versus” the FSC. 

In developing countries, to date, the FSC has been the dominant, and in most 
cases the only certification system in operation. Ironically, given the role of tropical 
deforestation and forest degradation as a catalyst driving the FSC, lack of resources and 
capacity have severely limited the FSC’s growth in the tropics (Cashore et al. 2005). 

DIAGRAM 1 reveals the results, in terms of actual forest lands certified, of the 
emergence of, and competition among, forest certification programs. 

Figure 2  Percent of forest area cer ti fied, January 2008 

 

Note: Russia is excluded from “Europe” because its forest area is vastly greater than that of other European 
countries and if lumped with other countries it would obscure important differences. The percentage of 
certified area in the rest of Europe is dramatically higher than in Russia. 

In sum, forest certification has seen dramatic growth over the last fourteen years. 
At the same time, it has been fraught with conflict, resulting in a highly uneven 
distribution within and across countries and regions. This conflict has often served to pit 
different forestry interests against each other, sometimes at the expense of environmental 
and social goals. 

The USGBC now stands at the brink of this fray, under pressure to choose “sides” 
by selecting which of the existing certification systems is worthy of LEED recognition. 
The following sections, however, offer another way forward. They begin with a set of 
policy tools designed to allow USGBC to focus on the substance of certification 
standards and not the systems themselves. They do so by first clearly identifying 
substantive and procedural similarities and differences among the systems. They then 
charge USGBC, based on this knowledge, to establish its own priorities regarding what a 
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forest certification system should entail, taking into consideration the need for both 
breadth (significant forest area covered) and depth (high performance standards).  

The presentation of policy tools is followed by a consideration of the future 
impacts of different policy choices. As is clear from the history of forest certification, 
competition amongst systems has had a profound influence on the systems themselves. If 
USGBC is to impact that competition by recognizing one or more certification systems, it 
is necessary that it consider both current impacts at Time 1, and future impacts at Time 2. 

Part II Ð The Policy Challenges  

Section I: CHOOSING WHICH CERTIFICATION 
SYSTEM(S) TO RECOGNIZE 

DECISION TOOL #1: AN INFORMED CHOICE, BASED ON A 
COMPARATIVE MATRIX 

Introduction and Rationale 

This section presents the results of an in-depth comparative analysis contained in 
the comparative matrix provided in Appendix A. The analysis is designed to inform 
USGBC policy-makers about the precise content, similarities and differences of the 
multitude of certification systems currently in existence.  

The attached comparative matrix goes into more depth than commonly used 
“check mark” matrices for comparing certification systems. Its intent is to provide a 
nuanced and empirically precise understanding of policy development within, and across, 
certification systems. 

This approach is designed to facilitate stakeholder learning by drawing on the 
wealth of knowledge and experience embodied in existing forest certification systems 
and associated codes of practice. The matrix does not address the appropriateness of 
different policy approaches, but instead provides a systematic and detailed comparison of 
system content. 

This comparison can be used in two ways. First, it can be used by the USGBC to 
decide which certification programs contain the types of policy and approach it deems 
necessary to meet USGBC goals. That is, the USGBC could use the results of this 
comparison to make an informed decision about whether to continue, or modify, its 
current “FSC only policy”.  

Second, and as we illustrate in the following pages, it can be used as the basis to 
inform a more dynamic “benchmark” approach which we detail under Decision Tool #2.  
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In either case, the process of further defining USGBC’s goals for forest 
certification also offers USGBC the opportunity to assess its own standards and policies 
according to these goals. Later on in this report, we discuss the application of consistent 
standards for other materials and resources. Furthermore, there are also procedural issues, 
such as governance, certifier accreditation and the use of environmental labels, that may 
be broadly applicable to the LEED certification process itself. 

Methods 

Scope of the analysis 

The matrix addresses four central components of forest certification, all of which 
play an important role in shaping the legitimacy and impact of these systems. These are:  

1) Governance and standard setti ng: This analysis addresses the structure of 
decision-making, including how each certification system considers input from different 
forestry stakeholder groups; 

2) Cer ti fication standards: The certification standards form the core of each 
forest certification system, defining what forest practices qualify for certification; 

3) Cer ti fier  accreditation and cer ti fication procedures: The certifier is the 
organization responsible for auditing forestry performance against the certification 
standards. The credibility of forest certification depends on the credibility of the certifiers 
entrusted with verifying standards compliance. These systems also may address 
procedures for stakeholder input as well as dispute resolution processes. 

The certifier accreditation process refers to the procedures used to license 
auditors to conduct certification assessments, and to monitor their performance. The 
certification procedures refer to the auditing process itself, such as requirements for field 
visits or “ground truthing” of forest performance, and consultation with stakeholders. 

4) Chain-of-custody: Chain of custody refers to the verification process that 
traces certified products from the forest to their end use. The establishment of a chain of 
custody is what allows consumers and other buyers of forest products to support 
responsible forest management by purchasing certified wood products. The credibility of 
the certification system rests on its ability to make credible claims as to the origin of 
products sold as certified. 

Selection of criteria for comparison 

In order to ensure as comprehensive and balanced coverage as feasible, our 
analysis begins with a very detailed and systematic identification of system attributes 
organized according to a comprehensive list of key criteria. The selection of criteria 
involved several steps: 



 Yale Program on Forest Policy and Governance 
  February 25, 2008 

 
22 

1) We reviewed the current literature on forest certification to identify key issues 
of importance to stakeholders, as well as issues commonly covered in other comparative 
analyses. These references include: (Cashore et al. 2004; CEPI 2001; Cook and 
O'Laughlin 2003; CPET 2006; Dicus and Delfino 2003; FERN 2004; Fletcher et al. 2001; 
Gale 2004; Holvoet and Muys 2004; IFIR 2001; Mater et al. 2002; McDermott 2003; 
Meridian Institute 2001; Nussbaum and Simula 2004; UPM 2005; USGBC 2005; Victor 
2006; WWF/WBGFA 2006). 

2) We reviewed the standards and procedures of the systems themselves to 
identify issues emphasized by each system.  

3) The over 100 criteria identified through these means were then used to create a 
uniquely comprehensive and detailed analytical framework that incorporates a broad 
range of elements of all certification systems. 

4) In regards to the certification standards, every criteria and indicator from every 
system was included within the matrix. 

Policy attributes compared 

In comparing the policy approach to each of the over 100 policy criteria 
identified, we distinguish among policies based on the level of policy prescriptiveness. 
Prescriptiveness refers to the level of discretion a policy affords. Two aspects of 
prescriptiveness are addressed. These are: 

1) use of thresholds 

2) comprehensiveness 

Use of thresholds refers to the level of specificity and precision of the policy. The 
most prescriptive policies include mandatory, quantitative, measurable rules or 
“performance thresholds” that require minimal interpretation to ensure their consistent 
application in the field. An example of the use of thresholds would be the prohibition 
against all timber harvest within 50 meters of a one-meter wide stream. The most flexible 
policies, in contrast, are voluntary and involve qualitative performance guidelines, such 
as “avoid damage to streams”.  

Comprehensiveness refers to the range of issues addressed under any given policy 
criteria. For example, a riparian policy that covers harvest practices, chemical use, and 
treatment of native vegetation in streamside buffer zones is more comprehensive than a 
policy that addresses only chemical use in such zones. More comprehensive policies are 
also more prescriptive in the sense that they include a wider breadth of prescription.  

The reason for comparing the level and breadth of policy prescriptiveness is that, 
in the absence of data on the on-the-ground impacts of any given certification system, the 
level of prescription provides the strongest assurance of the level of performance required 
to achieve certification. Prescriptiveness may or may not be “better” than flexibility in 
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achieving environmental goals. Flexible approaches allow room for innovation, and 
enable forest managers and certifiers to consider the local context when determining 
appropriate management practices. All else being equal, however, flexible standards also 
leave more room for inadequate performance among those firms that lack commitment to 
environmental and social goals. 

In the attached comparative matrix, color-coding is provided to indicate the 
relative prescriptiveness of certification policies. This color-coding is intended to be 
value-neutral, with “blue” denoting those policies that are most 
prescriptive/comprehensive, and “yellow” those cases where one system is clearly the 
least prescriptive of all systems. 

Selection of systems to compare 

Codes of practice: Our analysis provides a comparison of general codes of 
practice defining appropriate certification systems. The codes addressed are the 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the International Social and 
Environmental Labeling Alliance (ISEAL). ISO was first developed in 1947 as a 
consortium of national standard-setting bodies designed to standardize industry practices 
for the purpose of facilitating international trade. ISEAL was formed in 2000 by a group 
of like-minded environmental and social certification organizations, including the Forest 
Stewardship Council, Marine Stewardship Council, Fairtrade Labeling Organization, 
Social Accountability International and three other full members to “coordinate peer 
review and represent their interests”. 

The international codes or “norms” of ISO and ISEAL are of relevance to 
USGBC in two distinct ways. One is as a means to assess the governance practices of 
forest certification and other environmental and social certification schemes that are to be 
incorporated into the LEED green building credit system. Another is to guide USGBC’s 
own internal governance and standard-setting procedures.  

Procurement policies: The UK Central Point of Expertise on Timber (CPET) 
was among the first national European government initiatives to create a comprehensive 
set of national timber procurement policies. CPET policy on forest certification is 
included in this analysis as one example of a governmental approach to assessing forest 
certification systems. There are other government procurement systems that could be 
added to the matrix given adequate time and resources. Meanwhile it is important to note 
that while the CPET initiative led to mutual recognition of a variety of systems, other 
government procurement policies have produced different results. 

For the purposes of this analysis, CPET requirements are compared with the ISO 
and ISEAL Codes of Practice in order to highlight additional governance requirements 
that might be of interest to USGBC policy-makers. This comparison is made purely for 
the purpose of identifying policy options for USGBC as a national-level organization 
involved in screening credible certification systems. It is not intended as a comparative 
evaluation of the effectiveness of ISO, ISEAL and/or CPET, all diverse instruments with 
distinct functionalities. 
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Cer ti fi cation systems: The certification systems chosen for comparison include 
the five different forest certification systems most relevant to U.S. building construction. 
These are the American Tree Farm Association (ATFS), the PEFC-endorsed Canadian 
Standard Association (CSA) Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) program, the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC), the PEFC-endorsed Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI), and 
the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification schemes (PEFC). 

Among these five systems, PEFC is unique in that it is not itself a certification 
system designed to develop and implement certification standards and procedures. 
Instead, the PEFC is an umbrella system for endorsing national certification systems 
according to a set of agreed upon international standards. As of mid 2007, PEFC had 
endorsed 22 different national certification schemes. Of these 22 schemes, the SFI and 
CSA are of greatest relevance to U.S. building industry since the vast majority of wood 
used for construction is produced in the US and Canada. For this reason, our comparison 
also includes an in-depth analysis of the SFI and CSA. However since some construction 
wood, particularly for high end uses such as flooring and molding, is imported from other 
countries as well, the PEFC endorsement requirements for non-tropical countries has 
been included as an indication of baseline requirements for all PEFC endorsed schemes. 

The Comparative Matrix Worksheets 

The following text serves as a guide to the worksheets included in the attached 
comparative matrix. 

NoteRefs 

Provides an overview of the analytical approach and color-coding system. Lists 
the references cited. 

Governance Codes of Practice 

Compares international norms for key elements of forest certification governance 
and standard setting as outlined by ISO and ISEAL. The UK’s CPET is provided as an 
example of a government procurement policy. It is not an international norm nor is it 
necessarily representative of government procurement policies in other countries. 

Governance Certification Systems 

Compares key elements of the governance structure and standard-setting 
procedures of ATFS, CSA, FSC, SFI, and PEFC-endorsed systems.  

The focus on systems governance was aimed at the lowest level at which the 
certification standards are endorsed. In the case of the FSC, this is the international level. 
Hence FSC national and regional decision-making processes were likewise not covered 
in the analysis. In the case of ATFS, CSA and SFI standards endorsement occurs within 
the U.S. and/or Canada.  
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For the PEFC, the governance analysis is expressly focused on “PEFC-endorsed 
systems” rather than the governance of PEFC itself. The purpose of this focus is to 
answer the question, “if a scheme is endorsed under the PEFC, what are the decision-
making rules that necessarily apply?” 

Standards Attributes 

Compares international norms regarding appropriate general attributes (ex. 
scope/scale, harmonization, etc.) of forest certification standards as outlined by ISO, 
ISEAL, and CPET, as well as policies governing these standards attributes under ATFS, 
CSA, FSC, SFI, and PEFC. 

Standards Substance 

Provides a detailed comparison of the substance of forest certification standards 
under the ATFS, CSA, FSC, SFI, and as required for PEFC-endorsement. The 
comparison is organized within a substantive framework for sustainable forest 
management. This framework was not based on the standards hierarchy of any single 
forest certification system. Instead, as a means of avoiding bias towards any one system, 
a unique framework was developed based on an international consensus document and 
the content of all of the standards under assessment.  

The Collaborative Partnership on Forests (CPF), a consortium of UN 
organizations and agencies, research organizations and NGOs, has identified seven 
“thematic areas of sustainable forest management common to all inter-governmental 
regional and international criteria and indicator processes” (UN-FAO 2003: VI, B, para. 
29) The United Nations Forum on Forests (UN-FF) has subsequently adopted these and 
recommended them to national governments for the development of sustainable forest 
management (UN-FF, 2004: 8; Patosaari, 2004). The thematic areas are: 

1. Extent of forest resources5 
2. Biological diversity 
3. Forest health and vitality 
4. Productive functions of forest resources 
5. Protective functions of forest resources 
6. Socio-economic functions 
7. Legal, policy and institutional framework 

These thematic areas provide a foundation for the comparative framework used in 
the matrix. The broad thematic areas have then been further sub-divided according to 
common “criteria” and “key issues”, in ascending order of specificity. The criteria and 

                                                 
5 The Ministerial Conference on the Protection of Forests in Europe (MCPFE) and Dry-Zone Africa 
Processes include forest contribution to the global carbon cycle in this criterion. The Montreal Process 
identifies forest contribution to the global carbon cycle in place of this criterion. 
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key issues were identified, iteratively, to ensure comprehensive coverage of all of the 
substantive issues included within the standards assessed.  

In addition to the challenge of developing a neutral substantive framework for 
comparing standards, another key challenge was to determine how to address differences 
in the structure and geographic scope of the standards. The following table compares and 
contrasts the structure and scope of each certification standard. 

Table 3 Str ucture of standards and geographic level of standard setti ng 

 ATFS CSA SFM FSC PEFC SFI 
Global   I. Principles 

II. Criteria 
I. Criteria II. 
Guidelines. 
Based on 
Regional C&I 
Processes 

 

National 
and/or  Bi-
national 

I. Standards 
II. Performance 
Measures 
III. Indicators 

I. Criteria* 
II. Elements 

  I. Objectives* 
II. Performance 
Measures 
III. Indicators 

Regional 
(Sub-
national) 

  III. Indicators 
IV. Verifiers6 

  

Defined 
Forest Area 

 III. Values, 
Objectives IV. 
Indicators, 
Targets 

   

*  The CSA SFM Criteria are based almost verbatim on the international Montreal Process Criteria. 
The SFI standards include Objectives that are similar to the Montreal Process Criteria. Nevertheless, 
the CSA SFM and SFI standards themselves were developed at the national and bi-national levels 
respectively, and hence we do not categorize these standards as including international elements.  

^  PEFCÕs substantive framework for evaluating standards is both global and regional, in that it has a 
global-scale policy to base its framework requirements on intergovernmental C&I processes relevant to 
each region. A multi-stakeholder board that currently includes members from Europe and North 
America makes decisions about PEFC endorsements requirements that apply to all forest certification 
schemes worldwide. 

Table 3 illustrates both the structure of the standards and the geographic level(s) 
at which each scheme has overseen multi-stakeholder processes to develop different 
components of its standard. For example, the CSA adopted its Criteria and Elements at 
the national level through a multi-stakeholder process, and has tasked local-level 
stakeholder processes with developing values, objectives, indicators and targets.  

The ATFS and SFI systems are unique among the above systems in that each has 
produced a single set of standards to be applied to all operations eligible for certification. 

                                                 
6 In FSC regional standards, verifiers are voluntary guidelines that can be used at the discretion of auditors 
when assessing compliance with regional indicators. Within all of the certification systems, auditors may 
develop additional verifiers, field checklists or other guidance material as necessary to determine and 
document compliance. 
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In order to conduct the closest feasible one-to-one comparison of these standards with 
other differently structured standards, the top two levels of the standards hierarchy 
(Standards and Performance Measures for ATFS, Principles and Criteria for FSC, and 
Objectives and Performance Measures for SFI) are addressed in one column, and the 
lowest level of the standards hierarchy in another column (regional Indicators for FSC, 
and national indicators for SFI and ATFS) for each system.7 

The national-level CSA SFM standards are organized in their own distinct 
manner. These standards consist of Canadian Council of Forest Ministers (CCFM) 
Criterion followed by Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) Elements. The applicant 
sets more specific values, objectives, indicators and targets at the level of the individual 
Defined Forest Area (DFA). It is beyond the scope of this analysis to assess individual 
DFA standards. However, in recognition that the national standards do not encompass all 
field-based requirements, the CSA standards are not considered in the identification of 
standards that are “least prescriptive”. 

The CSA standards also include relevant requirements outlined in “Clauses”, 
outside of the substantive performance criteria and indicators. The matrix includes 
policies in these Clauses as appropriate. 

The FSC Principles and Criteria (FSC P&C) are not intended for direct 
application on the ground, but rather rely on the development of national and/or regional 
“indicators”. The closest approximation of a national FSC standard in the U.S. and 
Canada (i.e. an equivalent to the ATFS and SFI national standards) is the FSC-US 
indicator template. The FSC-US indicator template is not itself a performance standard, 
but was created as a reference document for the development of all FSC-US regional 
standards. Much of the language and requirements found in the FSC-US template are 
mirrored in FSC-US regional standards. Substantive differences among regional 
standards generally involve additional requirements that address issues of particular 
regional concern (FSC-US 2006). Hence the FSC-US template was used in this analysis 
as an approximation of minimum performance requirements for all FSC-US regional 
standards.  

There are currently nine regional FSC standards processes in the US and four in 
Canada (only three of which are yet FSC-IC endorsed). It was not feasible to assess all 
thirteen standards, nor was it considered advisable to build a LEED benchmark off of a 
sub-national standard. Nevertheless, it was decided that an analysis of the FSC Pacific 
Coast (FSC-PC) standard would serve as a relatively prescriptive example of an endorsed 
FSC-US standard. The FSC-PC standard is thus included for illustrative purposes only 
and should not be viewed as representative of other FSC regional standards. Less 
prescriptive standards, such as the FSC-SE, more closely resemble the FSC-US template 
and hence would offer less additional insight in the comparison. Adding the FSC-PC 

                                                 
7 The separation, in the attached comparative matrix, of the standards hierarchy into two separate columns 
is for the purposes of clarity and consistency only, and in no way should be taken as a reflection of the 
relative importance of each level of the standards hierarchy. 
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standard in addition to the FSC-US template, in contrast, serves to illustrate the full range 
of standards prescriptiveness.  

In addition, the FSC-Canada Boreal standard has been added to the comparative 
matrix as an example of a Canadian FSC standard. Of all of the FSC regional standards in 
North America, the Boreal standard currently covers the largest area of FSC-accredited 
certified forest. 

Meanwhile, FSC-US is undergoing a standards revision process and anticipates 
submitting a set of national indicators for official FSC endorsement. Concurrently, FSC 
International is also in the process of developing a set of generic international indicators 
to be applied in countries without endorsed regional standards (Brinkema 2008). Once 
these indicators are endorsed, they could be added to the YPFPG comparative matrix or 
to other similar tools. 

The PEFC uses the Pan-European Operational Level Guidelines (PEOLG) as a 
baseline for endorsing national standards in temperate countries, and the International 
Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO) and African Timber Organization (ATO)/ ITTO 
standards in corresponding tropical countries. Since currently there is only one PEFC-
endorsed national system in a tropical country, i.e. Brazil, only the PEOLG are 
considered in this analysis. We encourage similar analyses be done on the relevant 
tropical standards guidelines as resources allow.  

PEFC-endorsed standards may include requirements not covered by the PEOLG, 
ITTO, or ATO/ ITTO Criteria and Indicators (C&I). It is beyond the scope of this 
analysis to assess every PEFC-endorsed national system. However, in recognition that the 
national standards do not encompass all field-based requirements, the PEOLG are not 
considered in the identification of standards that are “least prescriptive”. 

Certifiers 

Compares policies governing certifier accreditation and the certification audit 
process as recognized by the ATFS, CSA, FSC, SFI, and PEFC systems. 

Chain of Custody and Labeling 

Compares rules governing chain of custody for ATFS, CSA, FSC, SFI and PEFC. 

DECISION TOOL #2: A BENCHMARK SYSTEM/ GRADUATED 
ASSESSMENT 

This decision tool outlines how USGBC can set its own performance benchmarks at 
levels it would expect any certification program to meet. The benchmark system 
identifies, criterion-by-criterion, exactly what is required to earn USGBC recognition. 
The benchmark system departs from a single “yes/no” approach to recognize, and address 
the more complex world in which forest management occurs. The benchmarks are 
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designed to recognize varying levels of achievement among all certification systems and 
to foster continual learning and improvement.  

Performance Benchmarks 

Rationale 

The establishment of performance benchmarks provides a transparent method for 
identifying forest certification systems that meet USGBC’s own goals and objectives. 
Performance benchmarks are standards that are designed to compare and/or improve 
other products or standards. As such they offer a “brand-neutral” approach that can help 
refocus attention from debates over whose system is “best”, to the environmental and 
social issues of central concern. 

The Graduated Benchmark System 

Appendix B provides draft benchmarks that define 3 successive approaches to 
environmental and social forestry performance. These benchmarks capture differences 
among systems and can be used to establish clear requirements for achieving LEED 
credits for forest certification.  

The benchmarks, once formed, are designed to operate independently of any 
existing forest certification scheme. However, in order to maximize their impact within 
current market conditions, the “Flexible” and “Prescriptive” draft benchmarks are based 
on key similarities and differences found within existing systems. The classification of 
flexible and prescriptive policy is both relative and “graduated”, in that it treats these 
different approaches along a prescriptiveness continuum. A complete absence of policy is 
the least prescriptive approach, while a flexible approach is somewhat more prescriptive 
and a prescriptive approach yet more prescriptive.  

The draft benchmarks for performance standards (under the “StandardsSubstance” 
tab) draw exclusively on national and international standards, including the ATFS, the 
CSA SFM, the FSC Principles and Criteria (FSC P&C), the SFI, and the PEFC PEOLG. 
The “Prescriptive” Benchmark indicates the most prescriptive requirement found in all of 
these standards. In some cases it might be based on an FSC P&C requirement, in others 
an SFI requirement, etc. The “Flexible” Benchmark represents an averaging of the 
approaches of all of these standards. 

Sub-national standards, such as the FSC regional standards, or CSA’s Defined 
Forest Area (DFA)-level objectives, targets and indicators, were not used. However, 
USGBC can develop benchmarks based on any standards it chooses, including sub-
national standards or the FSC-US national indicator template (as a reflection of baseline 
FSC-US requirements). 

The scale of the standards upon which the benchmarks are based affects both 1) 
their level of prescritiveness and 2) the geographic scope of certified supply. Benchmarks 
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based on international standards will ease access to international certified wood supplies. 
At the same time they will not reflect the full suite of performance requirements that 
some certification schemes currently support. Benchmarks based on North American 
national or sub-national indicators will better reflect local on-the-ground requirements, 
but in some cases could restrict the geographic scope of supply. 

The “Target Benchmark” provides the means by which USGBC can evolve its 
benchmarks independently of existing forest certification standards. It provides a venue 
through which USGBC can augment, or modify, the requirements of forest certification 
systems to better meet its own goals. This might involve changes to existing policy 
criteria, such as the elimination of synthetic pesticide use. Or it could involve expanding 
the scope of requirements to address new issues, such as energy efficiency during 
harvest. 

The Target Benchmark requirements included in the attached draft benchmarks 
are intended as examples of how USGBC might foster change, leadership and innovation 
in the forest certification systems themselves. It is up to USGBC to develop its own 
Target Benchmarks based on any changes it would like to promote among existing 
certification systems.  

Results-based measures 

USGBC could play a role in promoting field-based evaluation of forest 
certification schemes through the development of results-based performance benchmarks 
that complement and/or eventually replace policy-based benchmarks. USGBC could 
develop such benchmarks through longer-term collaboration with existing certification 
schemes and/or research and monitoring organizations that are currently developing 
methodologies for measuring certification’s environmental and social impacts. 

Assessing and Monitoring Achievement of Performance Benchmarks 

If USGBC is to adopt a set of independent benchmarks, it will also be necessary 
to develop a credible process for monitoring performance against those benchmarks. It is 
suggested that the benchmarks be as clear and universally understandable as possible. 
Nevertheless, rules and procedures for forest certification can be complex and highly 
technical, as well as constantly evolving and changing. Certification systems that meet 
the benchmark should be monitored for continued compliance. Certification systems that 
do not initially meet benchmark requirements, may re-apply at for consideration on the 
basis of appropriate changes in their policy. In either case, USGBC should engage 
qualified professionals to assess their performance. 

DECISION TOOL #3: ASSESSING FUTURE OUTCOMES 

Effective policies must address both Time 1 (short term) and Time 2 (longer term) 
forest and market impacts. One tool for assessing such impacts over time is to develop 
scenarios of the possible benefits and risks of different policy choices. 
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As illustrated by the history of forest certification, the competition among systems 
has had profound influence on the content of certification standards and procedures. Thus 
any choice that influences the competitive advantage of a given certification system will 
likewise influence: 1) the relative growth of that system; 2) the incentives for continual 
improvement of certification standards and procedures.  

Below we provide an example of a benefit-risk analysis of two different 
categories of policy choice, the first recognizing only one forest certification system and 
the second recognize multiple systems. This consideration of policy options is not 
exhaustive. There are many ways that forest certification credits could be distributed. For 
example two credits could be assigned to a preferred certification scheme and one to the 
next “best” scheme, or credits could be distributed in a 3:1 ratio. USGBC is encouraged 
to expand upon this analysis to explore a range of different policy permutations and their 
plausible outcomes. 

Example of a Benefi t-Risk Analysis 

The USGBC could decide to support only one certification system based on a transparent 
rationale, such as level of prescriptiveness. This may serve to: 

Possible benefits: 

!  Support market growth of the system that best reflects USGBC’s goals  

!  Motivate other schemes to adapt their requirements to meet USGBC’s 
goals 

!  Foster significant improvements in on-the-ground forest management 
across a growing percentage of forestlands in the US and abroad 

Risks: 

!  Unduly constrain the growth of forest certification and supply of certified 
wood  

!  Unduly constrain growth of LEED certification 

!  Motivate other schemes to resist/ protest the USGBC system 

!  Have minimal impacts on forest management due to producer resistance 
and/or inability to achieve certification under the preferred system 

Alternatively, the USGBC could decide to recognize multiple systems. This may serve to: 

Possible Benefits: 

!  Speed the growth of forest certification and markets for certified wood 
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!  Speed the growth of LEED certification 

!  Encourage a preference for wood above less renewable building 
materials 

!  Promote forest management improvements at least up to the level of 
the least demanding certification scheme 

Risks: 

!  Foster competition among certification systems to lower certification 
costs, while decreasing competitive pressure to increase certification 
requirements 

!  Lead the majority of firms to choose the lowest cost certification 
system, thereby supporting the growth of less stringent systems and 
their labels 

!  If a variable point system is used, with variable points based on 
stringency, then firms seeking the highest levels of LEED certification 
(i.e. gold or platinum) would seek gold or platinum products, while the 
majority of firms would favor the certified wood most readily 
available, i.e. wood produced by PEFC endorsed systems.  

!  Have minimal impacts on forest management owing to above. 

It is up to USGBC to assess the plausibility of any or all of the above outcomes and 
determine what set of decisions best suits its organizational goals and philosophy. 

EQUITY IMPACTS OF CHOOSING CERTIFICATION SYSTEMS 

“Equity” is one of USGBC’s five “essential values” (USGBC 2006). For this and 
other reasons, USGBC may wish to consider how the choice of forest certification 
scheme(s) varies in its environmental and social impacts across different forest ownership 
types.  

All major forest certification systems recognize that one of their greatest 
challenges is providing equitable access to small-scale and/or low intensity forest 
operations that are committed to responsible forestry but lack resources to invest in 
certification. This issue is certainly of relevance in the US, where about 49% of US 
forestlands are classified as non-industrial private ownerships (Smith et al. 2004). Many 
of these are small-scale, family-owned forest properties that are not managed for 
systematic, long-term timber production. In some areas of the country, these forests are 
under intensive pressure for subdivision and development. It would be counter to the 
goals of forest certification to financially exclude these or any other landowners from 
certified markets as long as they are managing their forests in an environmentally and 
socially responsible manner. 
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Likewise, there are large areas of forests in the western US that are in need of 
forest restoration. These forests are under major threat from catastrophic wildfires and 
insect outbreaks due to such diverse factors as poor management, decades of natural 
wildfire suppression, and global warming. Activities to restore such forests to more 
natural and robust condition may be financed in part by the sustainable sale of small 
diameter logs and other forest products. It would seem that such activities might be well 
tailored to the goals of forest certification, as long as the costs of certification are not 
prohibitive. 

The challenge facing certification systems is how to ensure both equal access and 
high on-the-ground performance given these widely different management contexts. 
Small scale and/or low intensity operators do not have the same need for complex 
environmental management systems, backed up by a plethora of written records, as do 
operations that intensively manage many thousands of hectares and hundreds of 
employees. Yet an “equitable” approach can also be defined as that which requires the 
same high environmental and social performance of all certified operators. 

Existing certification schemes have developed a number of tools to address this 
issue: 

!  The ATFS is designed expressly for US family forest owners. 

!  The CSA is in the process of reviewing a Pan-Canadian small woodlot 
certification standard. 

!  The FSC recognizes “group certification”, whereby a legal group entity holds the 
certificate and is responsible for ensuring compliance with FSC requirements. The 
FSC has also developed modified requirements for small and/or low intensity 
forest operations designed to reduce procedural costs. 

!  The SFI’s wood procurement requirements allow Program Participants to source 
wood for their SFI fiber sourcing or SFI mixed label products from small forest 
owners that are not third party certified but meet the procurement requirements.  

!  The PEFC does not directly address this issue in its minimum requirements 
checklist for PEFC endorsement (PEFC 2006). 

Given this information, there are various ways that USGBC could tailor its own 
policies to ensure that they are consistent with its essential value of equity. Following are 
some options, along with possible “pros” and “cons”.  

!  Consider whether the mechanisms provided by the certification schemes are 
adequate for ensuring that economies of scale do not: create unacceptable 
inequities, reduce incentives for responsible small-scale production, discourage 
forest restoration, and/or encourage forest conversion. 

!  Split the choice of certification schemes based on different requirements for 
industrial operators versus small-scale and/or low intensity operators. 
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o Pros: This might promote a more equitable balance of certified forest 
ownerships. It might also enable the development of forest certification 
schemes better tailored to specific forest ownership types 

o Cons: This would add another layer of complexity to USGBC’s 
mechanism for recognizing certification schemes. It might undermine the 
efforts of existing schemes to address the issue. USGBC would become 
the party primarily responsible for any inequities in the levels of on-the-
ground performance expected across ownership types.  

!  USGBC may use the “Target” benchmark concept to provide extra credit or other 
kinds of special recognition for forest restoration activities. 

YPFPG does not endorse any particular approach to resolving the equity issue. The 
authors do, however, encourage USGBC to consider both the above options and any 
other tools at its disposal to address the issue in a manner consistent with its own values, 
principles and criteria. 

Section II: OTHER TOOLS TO ENCOURAGE 
RESPONSIBLE WOOD USE 

PROHIBIT THE USE OF ILLEGALLY HARVESTED TIMBER 

USGBC may want to consider if there are forestry operations that are so 
destructive that wood produced by them should never be used in a USGBC project. That 
is, whereas forest certification has focused on debates about where the bar should be set 
to recognize the top, USGBC is urged to consider some type of verification system for 
“weeding out” the bottom.  One possibility is phased in requirements for legality 
verification as a pre-requisite for LEED certification. This recommendation follows from 
the growing global consensus that reducing/eliminating illegally harvested wood from 
world markets could have significant and immediate impacts for improving forest 
management and conserving forests in some of the world’s most biologically sensitive 
regions.  

Legality verification involves the tracking of wood to its source and the 
verification that it was legally produced. While forest certification rewards the top 
producers, legality verifications helps to exclude the worst, to the benefit of all legitimate 
producers.  

A strong policy on illegal wood could take the form of minimum legality 
standards as a pre-requisite for all wood used in green building. Since this would 
represent a fairly major policy change, it is something that could be phased in over a 
period of several years, allowing producers to adapt their procurement procedures to meet 
the new requirements. 
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Many existing forest certification systems already have developed legality screens 
as part of their Chain of Custody process. These screens often begin with a requirement 
to assess the risk that wood from a given region, country or eco-region is of legal origin. 
A number of organizations and government agencies have already been developing risk 
databases identifying countries of particular concern. Hence USGBC could, consistent 
with existing verification systems, base its legality verification requirements on relative 
risk levels. The US and Canada are not considered high risk countries in regards to illegal 
logging, and USGBC’s policies could reflect this. 

Section III: CROSS-SECTORAL FRAMEWORKS TO 
PROMOTE SUSTAINABLE USE OF ALL BUILDING 

MATERIALS 

This current project is focused on wood production, which constitutes just one of 
a multitude of materials and resources used in building construction. Ultimately, if 
USGBC is to maximize its positive impacts on resource use, and avoid environmentally 
and socially inappropriate substitutions of other products held to less stringent standards 
than wood, then it needs to engage in two related tasks. First, it needs to consider 
common principles that can apply to all products and certification systems. Second, it 
needs to help foster demand from ultimate end consumers for sustainable products in 
general, which would directly address the “chicken and egg” problem of supply versus 
demand facing supporters of forest certification. The assumption is that the more demand 
for sustainably produced and/or certified products of all kinds, the more producers will 
comply, and the more impacts will occur. Indeed, as the economic benefits accrue to 
those supplying eco-friendly products, the more standards can be increased over time 
without penalizing producers committed to sustainable production.  

A COMPREHENSIVE SYSTEM OF LIFE CYCLE ASSESSMENT  

USGBC could consider replacing the current system of credits for rapidly 
renewable materials with a system that awards credits based on a complete life cycle 
assessment.  

In contribution towards an LCA policy, Appendix C reviews and evaluates 
existing research on environmental impacts of biobased materials used in buildings, 
including both wood and non-wood products. It then assesses the feasibility of comparing 
wood and non-wood products in terms of environmental impacts, and compares what is 
known of those impacts. Finally, it considers the role of other certification systems 
besides forest certification in shaping life cycle impacts. 

A CROSS-SECTORAL CERTIFICATION PROGRAM 

How might cross sectoral coordination and increased market demand be fostered 
among certification systems? The following idea is offered as food for thought only. 
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Specific details and approaches would require a more lengthy analysis beyond the scope 
of this project.  

The idea, proposed by Cashore (2007), is to create a single global label which 
would encompass leading certification programs. Under this proposal, nothing would 
change with respect to individual certification programs with the exception that they 
would be housed under the broad label, “Better World”. Hence, there would be “Better 
world –Organic”, “Better World – Fair Trade” etc.  Of course, debate will likely arise 
over which program should qualify for the Better World label, just as it has among 
competing forest certification systems. Whatever decision is made, we suggest that this 
approach be kept simple. With this in mind, Cashore offers four key features for 
membership in “Better World”: 

!  Those being regulated cannot dominate the standards setting 
process 

• This is designed to recognize the “fox guarding the 
henhouse” problem that most stakeholders acknowledge, 
from environmental groups such as the Sierra Club to 
industry associations such as the AF&PA 

!  Standards must address “on the ground” behavior designed to 
ameliorate a problem 

!  Products must be tracked along a supply chain 

!  Independent verification must occur 

 

In sum, USGBC faces many challenges and opportunities in developing effective and 
consistent policies for promoting responsible material and resource use. The three 
Decision Tools in Section I above have been developed in-depth to enable USGBC to 
proceed quickly in refining its credit system for forest certification. Sections II and III 
introduce ideas for more broad-based strategies that could significantly expand the scope 
and extent of USGBC’s impacts. These latter ideas could be established as priorities for 
further development in the next phases of LEED policy development.  
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