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During recent years, the problems associated with illegal logging have been fully recognized and brought
into focus in NGO discussions, international forest policy advocates and industry. The frequency of
illegal logging throughout the world is on the rise and there is no evidence to indicate this trend will
abate in the near future. It is therefore of crucial importance that the issue of illegal logging is high-
lighted and that appropriate steps are made to halt the global trend in illegal forestry activities.

Illegal Logging in the Boreal

Introduction
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What is ‘illegal logging’?

Illegal logging takes place when timber is harvested, transported, bought or sold in violation of na-
tional laws. The harvesting procedure itself may be illegal, including the use of corrupt means to gain
access to forests, extraction without permission or from a protected area, the cutting of protected
species or the extraction of timber in excess of agreed limits. Illegalities may also occur during trans-
port, such as illegal processing and export, misdeclaration to customs, and the avoidance of taxes and
other charges. It should be noted that it is often difficult to determine legality or illegality of forestry
activities. The term ‘Illegal Logging’ is an ambiguous one as there are many different definitions. (See
TRN’s illegal logging annotated bibliography at: www.taigarescue.org).

Illegal logging occurs to some extent in almost every timber producing country. While the
strongest focus of research and campaign work has been with illegal tropical timber, the problems
associated with illegal logging in the boreal are gaining attention. The scale of the problem in the
Russian federation is increasingly understood, even if the statistics available are not entirely reliable.
Recently, there has been a focus on the Baltic States and other Eastern European countries.

A common misconception is that illegal logging does not occur in countries where forest law is consid-
ered well established and well enforced, e.g. in Scandinavia. In reality, laws are continuously ignored
or loopholes in forest law are exploited. This is especially true for old growth forests, where forest
legislation requires a negotiation process between different stakeholders, and not all the protective
measures are being adhered to as yet. Companies and governments in consumer countries especially
in Europe are  have recently started attempting to find ways to ensure that their imports are from legal
sources. For the most part this is a result of increased media attention and NGO campaigns.

It is difficult to estimate the global extent of illegal logging. There are various criteria for measuring
illegality. However, based on several studies carried out in numerous countries, it is estimated that half
to three quarters of tropical and one third to one half of all industrial timber is associated with one or
more of the different types of illegal forestry, somewhere in the chain of custody. Especially problem-
atic are the particularly fores-vulnerable regions such as the Amazon Basin, Central Africa, Southeast
Asia and the Russian Federation(IL WEB PAGE). Approximately 50% of imports of tropical timber
and about 20% of timber from boreal forests into the EU is illegally sourced.

As regards the scale of illegal logging in the boreal forest in Russia in 2002, an estimated of 20 %
(Greenpeace Russia) and 30 % (WWF RPO) logging is illegal. The Estonian Green Movemenet stated
in 2003, that 40% of all Estonian timber exports are related to some violation of law, and that large
quantities of such timber is entering EU markets through Scandinavian companies.
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What is ‘illegal logging’? (continued)
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Some estimates suggest that the illegal timber trade may comprise over a tenth of the total global
timber trade, worth more than $150 billion a year. World Bank estimates place the annual revenue loss
to governments from failure to collect taxes from forest concessions at over $5 billion. In addition, the
annual market value of losses from illegal cutting of forests is placed at over $10 billion.

Illegal logging is undertaken at many levels of the forest business, and it can happen in any part
of the chain of custody. Illegalities occur in occupation and use of forest lands, during transport and
trade there is often smuggling involved, and in the end there are often criminal operations in terms of
pricing and accounting. Illegal operators range from local people taking wood for their the final timber
product. Tax fraud is also an area for illegality in the forestry trade. Inevitably, there can be one or
many different infractions of national law in a single chain of custody.

Globalisation of world timber markets is itself facilitating the potential for wood from illegal sources
to enter seemingly legitimate markets. For example in Europe, more illegal wood is entering EU
markets as a result of the inclusion of accession countries with large forest resources.

Causes of illegal logging

· Inadequate legislation
Especially in developing countries the legislation is not strong enough to protect the forests and
local people against exploitation of big timber companies. Also in boreal zone, legislation often
allows too extensive cuttings, and  the logging restrictions are often insufficient in order to
protect  endangered species and high conservation value forests. Companies, e.g. from Scandi-
navia, are taking advantage of less stringent legislation in other countries such as Russia and
South East Asia.

· Poor knowledge of legislation
Often the loggers are either not aware of the law that restricts the logging, or companies don’t
care in purpose if the inventories are not properly and officially made. In these cases it can be
impossible to prove afterwards, that the illegality ever took place.

· Poor monitoring
There is rarely enough resources or awareness for sufficient monitoring of the logging opera-
tions. Often, this is done by NGOs as being part of their campaigns against illegal logging, but
with far to  little capacity. Usually the illegal operation is observed too late, after the damage is
already happened and the only was to influence it is trying to prevent it happening again, by
making the case public.

· Weak law enforcement
Mostly,  the possible punishment –usually fines- are not high enough in comparison to the profit
of illegal operation, which makes it worth a risk.

· Poverty
Especially in developing countries, it’s often a question of people’s basic survival to take wood
wherever they can for their basic needs. Often, licences for forest operations are too expen-
sive to make it profitable for them.
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A rough guide to action at an international level

What is ‘legal’?

So far there is little international forest legislation concerning illegal logging, but steps to improve the
legislation have been taken.

As an excample: In February 2002, the Communication of the European Commission to the Council
and the European Parliament Towards a global partnership for sustainable development stated
that the European Union would develop a ‘European Union action plan by end 2002 on Forest Law
Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT)’. This was intended to combat illegal logging and
associated illegal trade and to strengthen international co-operation to address violations of forest
law, and forest crime. NGOs see this as a first step, but insufficient to fully address the problem.

See the following links for further information on international forest legislation processes:
www.illegal-logging.info/briefings.php
www.illegal-logging.info/papers/ODI_Terms_of_reference.doc
www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/fishery/afp/uk0211.html

Is legal always fair?

It should also be considered that legal operations are not necessarily ecologically or socially accept
able for the following reasons.

· Insufficient environmental guidelines
There have even been critics from various NGOs that forest certification schemes (e.g. PEFC
and FSC) compromise too much and do not sufficiently protect environment and social inter-
ests.

· Human rights violations
In many cases, massive forest operations are destroying the livelihoods of the many people
who depend on the forest as a source for food, cultural well-being, traditional medicine and
more sustainable small scale non-timber economic uses e.g. non-timber forest products
(NTFPs), hunting, reindeer herding etc. Large-scale timber extraction all too often disregards
the rights of communities to stewardship of local forests resources and environmental protec-
tion. (For more information see: www.maanystavat.fi/april)

· Excessive legal logging
In most countries, current legislation allows logging at rates that exceed the ability of fully
functional forest ecosystems to regenerate.

Logging in Finland. Photograph by Hanna Savisaari.
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Illegal logging in boreal forests – Russian case study
l logging in boreal forests – Russian case study
Across all of Russia, the past decade has witnessed a decline in domestic timber production, the
collapse of timber processing industries, and a drive to increase timber exports. From 1993 to 1998,
total timber production in Russia decreased by a third, while exporting timber abroad became the sole
source of steady revenue for many enterprises. Unfortunately, the threats to Russia’s forests have
increased as corruption has riddled the timber industry and illegal exports have soared.

Across Siberia and the Russian Far East, many timber companies work in communities experiencing
oppressive social and economic conditions. Russian loggers are often forced to work under extremely
poor conditions with insufficient salary. Logging brigade members and truck drivers may earn less
than one per cent of the amount that the company gets for each cubic metre logged when sold to
China or Japan. This amounts to 18 roubles, or  0.75 $US per logged cubic metre. Loggers continue to
work for such petty wages because no other job opportunities exist. Local authorities have been
unable to create jobs in the affected areas.

On paper, Russian rules regarding logging methods are extremely strict. Yet due to corruption within
the Forest Service, municipal administrations and the police force, timber companies can easily cir-
cumvent these rules. As a result, illegal logging has become common and widespread.

The half-hearted attempts by government to control illegal activities have been hampered by the high
level of corruption, but also by a number of other problems. Underlying them all is the current “Wild
East” or “frontier” mentality that dominates the Russian Far East and Siberia. This mentality entails
the belief that citizens are completely free to obtain anything they want from the vast taiga as they
have been doing for centuries. Furthermore, the soft capitalist revolution has forced people to fend for
themselves, including loggers, traders, police officers, Forest Service officials, customs officials, bor-
der guards, and even government officials in Moscow. The Chinese mafia has also become a powerful
factor in the logging business. A typical example of such illegality is that importers or wholesalers may
reject timber due to “poor quality”, forcing the Russian supplier to sell it as pulp logs, thus reducing the
price of the logs. When the logs are then sorted in China, they are registered again as high-quality
timber.

The reduction in governmental funding of the Forest Service has led to a lack of capacity to maintain
forestry inspections. The level of corruption is high and the Forest Service was finally cancelled as an
independent governmental entity in May of 2000.
Despite the many obstacles, some government officials, NGOs, and journalists have begun to focus
the public eye on illegal logging and trade issues. The hope is that with increased awareness and an
exposure of illegal activities, the government will come under pressure to address the problem of illegal
logging.
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l logging in boreal forests – Russian case study
Finland is an active player in international forest fora and has often promoted their forest legislation
and national forest programme as a model for other countries. However, recent studies have shown
serious deficiencies in the supervision and transparency policies of Finnish forest legislation.

A study by the University of Joensuu (Laakso, T, Leppänen, T, Määttä, T. 2003. Published in
Defensor Legis 4/2003) found out that only a fraction of probable violations of the Forest Act with
regard to the preservation of key biotopes are ever investigated. Regional Forestry Centres that
supervise the Forest Act rarely reported the suspected violations to the police. In the few cases in
which a logger was sentenced for the forest crime the profits of the crime were still large in
comparison to the fine itself.

These results have given some researchers a reason to believe that the active role of the Forestry
Centres in the Finnish PEFC certification (FFCS) and the interest of the board members of the
Forestry Centres (e.g. forest owners) in certification may threaten the impartiality of the Forest
Centres as supervisors of the Forest Act. FFCS requires forest owners and loggers to comply to
the Forest Act. If the Forest Centres reported a large number of violations they would undoubtedly
risk losing the certification. (Source: Laakso, T. 2003)

Finnish forest legislation has also been widely criticised by environmental authorities and NGOs for
its lack of transparency. Information on the location, size and quality of the key biotopes preserved
by the Forest Act are available to forest owners and forest authorities only. No impartial parties or
researchers have been allowed to study the scope and effects of the Forest Act in the protection of
biodiversity.

Illegal logging in boreal forests – Finnish case study
l logging in boreal forests – Russian case study
· International measures

International concern about illegal forestry activities has grown remarkably. Asian, African, and
European governments have held high-level regional conferences on Forest Law Enforcement
and Governance (FLEG). Indonesia has signed ground-breaking Memoranda of Understanding
on illegal logging with the United Kingdom, China, and Norway. The Convention on Biological
Diversity, the United Nations Forum on Forests, the International Tropical Timber Organisation,
and the G8 have all issued forceful statements, and incorporated the issue in their work plans.
The European Commission has committed itself to formulating a European FLEG Action Plan.
Japan and Indonesia have initiated an Asian Forest Partnership, with a major focus on illegal
logging. Global Witness, the Environmental Investigation Agency, Transparency International,
Greenpeace, Global Forest Watch, and Friends of the Earth have all raised public awareness of
the problem. Several wood certification systems have been established to ensure that buyers can
know they are buying legal wood.  ENDNOTE (See http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/docs/_ref/re-
search/flegt/index.htm)

· Public procurements
In the EU, only six governments (Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece and the UK) have
made commitments on buying wood from legal and sustainable sources. Most commitments are
not implemented. For instance, in the UK, the government has committed themselves to “seek to
procure products made from timber that has been legally felled and grown in a forest or plantation
managed to sustain biodiversity, productivity, vitality and to prevent harm to other ecosystems and
indigenous or forest dependent people”. The policy on wood is a binding commitment on all
Government departments and agencies. Currently only the UK is monitoring the implementation
of its public procurement policy.

Illegal logging in boreal forests – Finnish case study

Examples of measures made to combat illegal logging
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· Associations of paper, board and wood product producers
To date, several paper, board and wood product producers’ associations have taken positions denounc-
ing illegal logging, notably the Forest Products Association of Canada (FPAC) in June 2002, the AF&PA
in January 2002, the Pan-European Forest Certification Council (PEFC Council) in August 2002, CEPI
in August 2002 and the ICFPA in April 2002. In addition, the United Kingdom’s Timber Trade Federation
(TTF) has established a code of conduct in which it condemns illegal logging and in which member
companies are committed to sourcing their timber from legal and well-managed forests.

What can we do to combat illegal logging?

· Buy certified wood products (but remain critical as to the different certificates and their certification
criteria). Consume only wood products, which you know for sure do not originate from illegally cut
forest.

· Where possible monitor the operations of your local and national authorities, and companies associ-
ated with timber procurement, processing and products. Publicise inadequate legislation, law enforce-
ment and illegal activities via the press.

· Put pressure on companies that buy illegal or potentially illegal wood.
· When observing an illegal operation, don’t hesitate to inform the responsible officials.

Further information and References

For more information on illegal logging see Taiga Rescue Network’s publication entitled ‘Illegal Logging:
Annotated Bibliography’. Intended as a guide for further research on the topic of illegal logging, the anno-
tated bibliography contains information primarily on environmental non-governmental organisations working
on illegal logging issues and associated publications, but also refers to governmental and corporate publica-
tions on the subject.

- www.taigarescue.org
- www.illegal-logging.info
- www.roheline.ee  (some case studies on illegal logging in Estonia)
- www.fern.org
- www.forestsmonitor.org/reports/russia/twetoc.htm
- www.extenza-eps.com/extenza/contentviewing/viewJournalIssueTOC.do?issueId=1809
  (The International Forestry Review by Commonwealth Forestry Association.)
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