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Scientific basis of EU climate policy on forests 
 
We, the undersigned, would like to express our grave concern and dismay over the scientific basis of recent policy 
developments regarding EU climate legislation on forests: the LULUCF Regulation and sustainability criteria of 
biomass in the Renewable Energy Directive. We urge you to support the highest integrity of these two strongly 
interlinked EU climate laws in order to provide regulation that truly benefits the climate.  
 
The promotion of an increase in active forest management encourages increased harvest levels in order to substitute 
fossil-derived fuels and products with wood and bioenergy without accounting for their full climate impacts. This 
approach risks having adverse effects on climate, biodiversity and resilient ecosystems by emitting more greenhouse 
gases, influencing biophysical processes and causing additional habitat loss - accumulating evidence suggests that 
the proposed strategy risks being counterproductive. 

Climate change and loss of biodiversity (functional ecosystems) are critical global challenges, and vigorous measures 
are urgently needed if we are to meet these challenges. Early action will be crucial in combating these threats.1,2,3,4,5,6 

From the economic point of view, the critical feature in 
LULUCF regulation is how the forest reference levels for 
Member States will be specified. If the reference levels and 
sinks are lower (in absolute terms) than actual ‘business as 
usual‘ levels, countries have the possibility to increase 
emissions from managed forests by increasing bioenergy 
production and decreasing carbon sink. To avoid creating 
such perverse incentives, the forest reference levels should 
constrain the Member States’ ‘business as usual‘ utilization 
of forest resources. Without such regulation the emission 
levels of certain Member States will increase and may even 
be publically subsidized to unprofitable forest bioenergy 
production.7 Also, reference levels based on future policies 

as opposed to a historical reference period (or scenarios based on historical forest management intensity), give 
incentives to transfer emissions from the Effort Sharing sectors to the LULUCF sectors by increasing forest bioenergy 
production without being required to account for the effects on overall emission levels. The forest reference levels 
should therefore exclude all policies from 2009, since the introduction of the Renewable Energy Directive, to ensure 
all emissions from increase in bioenergy are accounted for. 

Honest accounting of the climate impacts of forest use in the LULUCF Regulation would stimulate wood captured in 
long-term uses, such as construction, where the carbon is kept out of the atmosphere for longer periods and the 
demand for other carbon-intensive materials such as steel or concrete is reduced.7 In 2010, about 60% of the 
European wood is used for (short-lived) energy and pulp, while only 40 % is represented by wood products.8 Many of 
these products, such as disposable packages and direct advertising, do not even substitute fossil fuels. In general, 
reduced production and consumption patterns are necessary to mitigate climate change. Environmental impact 
assessments including life-cycle, cost and benefit analyses of forest management and forest products should 
determine how to utilize forest resources sustainably. 
 
Bioenergy is not carbon-neutral and can have seriously negative climate impacts. The combustion of forest biomass 
generally releases more carbon dioxide to the atmosphere than fossil fuels, because of the lower energy density and 
conversion efficiency of biomass (more has to be burnt relative to fossil fuels).9,10,11,12 The LULUCF Regulation need to 
account for the full climate impacts of biomass. To effectively reduce emissions from combustion of forest biomass, 



use of feedstocks with long pay back periods (such as roundwood) should be restricted and for that more effective 
sustainability criteria are needed under the Renewable Energy Directive. 
 

Conserving natural forests and old-growth forests is important for the protection of biodiversity and the mitigation 
of climate change. Old-growth forests function as carbon sinks for hundreds of years and store large amounts of 
carbon in the soil pool where it may remain stored in a stable condition for millennia.13,14  Nevertheless, these old-
growth forests are being cut down throughout the EU. Regeneration of an old-growth forest often takes centuries 
and, for some endangered species, the consequences of the destruction of old-growth forest may be irreversible.15  

Increasing harvest levels have a negative impact on the climate because the standing forest carbon stock is 
immediately reduced when harvested. It may take decades to centuries until the former level of the carbon stock is 
restored by regrowth — especially if old-growth forests are clear-cut.16,17  

Harvesting leads to emissions of other greenhouse gases such as methane and nitrous oxide. It also influences the 
climate via biophysical processes, such as albedo, evapotranspiration, forest structure and cloud-formation, which 
depend on the diversity of tree species, stand density, types of forest management and location.18,19,20 These 
biophysical processes need to be taken into account in climate change mitigation actions, or there is a risk of costly 
and unfavorable climate effects.  

In the face of climate change more resilient forests are needed. Forest management methods have led to an 
increase in a homogeneous and even-aged structure of single-species stands, making them more vulnerable to the 
effects of climate change. Natural forest ecosystems, with a diversity of species, show a greater resilience to 
environmental change and provide a greater number of ecosystem services – such as habitats for fauna and flora, 
recreation, harvest of berries, and protection from erosion, landslides, and flooding.21,22,23,24   
 
Management strategies, such as continuous-cover silviculture, integrated with increased native tree species 
diversity and landscape heterogeneity, simultaneously contribute to the maintenance of forest cover, the 
conservation of carbon stocks, and the support of biodiversity and social and cultural values.25,26,27  Mixed evergreen–
deciduous stands (deciduous species have a more cooling effect than conifers) are expected to make a substantial 
contribution to climate-change mitigation than monocultures of conifers.28,29,30 
 
Conclusion: The EU needs to set an evidence-based precedent on the implementation of Paris Agreement in relation 
to land and forests – the EU forest and climate legislation needs to serve climate mitigation, consider large-scale 
impacts on forests and to account for the multi-functionality of forests forcefully.  
 
In relation to LULUCF Regulation and the Renewable Energy Directive (REDII) we ask you to make sure that: 

• Policies from 2009 are not included in forest management reference levels. 
• Deforestation is actively discouraged in EU. 
• EU policies promote maintenance and increase in the EU forest sink and the EU makes an assessment on 

how forests can safely and sustainably contribute to increasing climate ambition. 
• Climate impacts of forests are fully accounted for under LULUCF regulation to incentivize using wood in long-

lived harvested wood products and standing forests. 
• Policies are adopted to prevent the use of biomass feedstocks with long pay back times for energy, because 

these are unlikely to make an effective contribution to meeting the Paris Agreement target to limit global 
warming to well below 2 degrees and aspire to 1.5 degrees. 

 
We also ask you to take action on the following: 

• All remaining old-growth and high conservation value forests need to be protected to safeguard biodiversity 
and carbon stocks. Already degraded areas need to be restored through national measures and EU wide 
action plan. In implementing the EU climate regulations and national mitigation measures, the impacts on 
the achievement of EU biodiversity objectives, as specified in the EU biodiversity strategy and in the Birds 
and Habitats Directives need to be assessed. 

• Forest management methods, such as continuous-cover silviculture, which minimize the release of 
greenhouse gases from soil should be promoted.  

• Native mixed-deciduous forests should be favored because they generally store more carbon, have higher 
albedo and yield more ecosystem services. The biophysical processes should be taken into account. 



 
Policies must provide an incentive to increase the resilience of forests, safeguard the carbon in the soil, and 
stimulate the production of long-lived wood products. We therefore accordingly ask you, as decision makers, to take 
a stand for both the climate and biodiversity – planet Earth does not need increased emissions. It needs resilience 
and cooling forests.  
 
The views expressed in this open letter are those of the scientists whose signatures are given below, and do not 
necessarily reflect the opinion of EASAC, which has recently published a report for EU policy makers entitled “Multi-

functionality and sustainability in the European Union’s forests” (2017):   
 
http://www.easac.eu/environment/reports-and-statements/detail-view/article/multi-fun.html 
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