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 › In Germany, forest management is associated 

closely with the concept of sustainability. 

 

› Storms, forest fires, infestations of bark beetles 

and droughts have all taken their toll on the for-

ests in Germany. 

› A sustainable form of forest management aspires 

to preserve the ecological, economic and social 

value of our forests. 

› Forests provide multiple benefits from the per-

spective of our ecosystems which are important 

to preserve for future generations: they improve 

the quality of our air and water, for instance, and 

also act as carbon storage systems. 

 › Returning areas of forest to nature is not condu-

cive to protecting either the climate or biodiver-

sity. 

 

› In the interests of maintaining the many differing 

benefits to our ecosystem and intensifying the ef-

forts to protect our climate and the environment, 

payment models for the owners of forests are 

considered a good option. 

› In April 2021, the German parliament  voted in fa-

vour of recognising the benefits to the ecosystem 

brought about by forests, and in June 2021, the 

Federal Minister for Agriculture, Julia Klöckner, 

presented a corresponding model. 
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Sustainable forest management 
Whether it is from the Darßwald Forest to the Black Forest, or the Eifel to Saxon Switzerland: forests are 

omnipresent in Germany, and cover approximately one third of the total area of the country. They are 

also very popular with the general public: according to a recent study, some 87 percent of Germans en-

joy spending their time in their local forests, where they like to go hiking, enjoy the nature and see the 

local wildlife.1 However, our areas of forest are by no means just areas of recreation; they are also an 

important factor in our economy. Besides tourism, they offer a variety of further opportunities for gen-

erating income; the timber industry, for example. In this respect, it is estimated that the forest and tim-

ber cluster provides work for approximately 1.1 million people in Germany, and that the employees 

work in some 130,000 companies.2  

The state of our forests, on the other hand, is worrying: storms, forest fires, bark beetle infestations and 

the droughts of recent years have all taken their toll on the forests in Germany. In 2020, the official de-

scription of the state of our forests came to sobering conclusion: the condition of the arboreal crowns, 

which is used as a key indicator of tree health, has continued to deteriorate, with just 21 percent of 

trees showing no crown defoliation (i.e., in contrast to a case of full foliage). An increasing die-back rate 

has also been recorded.3 

Before the backdrop of increased expectations regarding the protection of the environment and the 

climate, an increased focus is being made on the forest. What form can sustainable forest management 

take, and what instruments can be used to encourage it? 

Sustainable forest management – a conceptual definition 
The term “sustainability” is experiencing considerable popularity in the current political climate. How-

ever, few people are aware that at least in Germany, this concept actually originates from a basic princi-

ple of German forest management. As long ago as 1713, in his treatise “Sylvicultura Oeconomica”, Carl 

von Carlowitz, head of the upper mining authority in Freiberg, Saxony, argued that a stable and con-

sistent use of the forest was of fundamental importance.4 With this statement, von Carlowitz not only 

laid down the foundations for the subsequent concept of sustainability, but also formulated the guid-

ing principle of sustainable forest management. 
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From today’s perspective, sustainable forest management aims to preserve the economic, social and 

ecological values of our forests.5 In Europe, FOREST EUROPE, a pan-European policy process addressing 

forests at the ministerial level, is dedicated to forest policy. At the most recent conference in Bratislava 

in April 2021, the importance of a sustainable forest policy was highlighted and a vision for the Euro-

pean forests of 2030 was formulated.6 Germany has now assumed the chairmanship of the conference, 

and is in a position to set key points of emphasis over the coming months. In recent years, FOREST EU-

ROPE has also defined a set of criteria for sustainable forest management7: 

› The conservation and appropriate improvement of forest resources, and ensuring their contribution 

to global carbon loop systems 

› Maintaining and promoting the production function of forests for both wood and non-wood prod-

ucts 

› The conservation, protection and adequate improvement of biodiversity in forest ecosystems 

› The preservation, protection and appropriate improvement of the protective function in forest man-

agement, particularly in the areas of soil and water 

› The maintaining of other socio-economic functions and conditions 

Established certification systems, such as the FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) or PEFC (Programme for 

the Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes) are considered to be indicators of forest sustainabil-

ity. These confirm that the forest enterprise not only complies with the minimum requirements of the 

legislation concerning forests and conservation, but also fulfils additional services in the ecological, 

economic and social field. 

Highlighting and recognising the wide-ranging ecosystem benefits provided by 
forests 
Sustainable forest management is based on an understanding of the wide-ranging ecosystem benefits 

provided by forests: our forests provide habitat for plants and animals, protect us against noise and 

erosion, improve the quality of our air and water, and provide an important recreational resource for 

the general public. Forests also provide us with the important raw material of wood, which we can use 

in a variety of ways and which is becoming increasingly important before the backdrop of fluctuating 

global timber prices. The services provided by our forests should not be underestimated, especially 

when it comes to the protection of the climate: they therefore influence our climate on a small and 

large scale. At the same time, the forest acts as a carbon storage system, and captures approximately 

58 million tonnes of CO2 equivalents per year. This is equivalent to the emissions from all commercial 

vehicles in Germany.8 Our forests are also an important reservoir of biological diversity: the beech for-

ests in Central Europe are home to approximately 5,700 to 6,700 species of animal and 4,300 species of 

plant and fungus.9  

Sustainable forest management makes use of the multifunctional nature of the forest, and relies on 

measures that adapt forests optimally to climate change. In this way, for example, the stability of the 

forest will be increased by the restructuring of our forests in the future so that they develop from large-

scale stocks of pure conifer to multi-level, structurally rich, mixed stocks of deciduous and coniferous 

species.10 
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Conservation and forest management are not mutually exclusive 
The approach of a sustainable form of forest management is not without controversy, and has had po-

tential for conflict for many years. Voices in conservation and environmental organisations are increas-

ingly calling for large areas of forest to be returned to nature, as this is the only way to preserve the bi-

odiversity of forests and achieve the global goals surrounding the protection of biodiversity. There is no 

doubt that the increasing loss of biodiversity must be counteracted, and that appropriate measures 

must be promoted to ensure effective protection, such as reducing the use of pesticides. However, re-

turning large areas of forest to nature and/or preventing the use of areas of forest is not a good idea, 

for various reasons: 

› Firstly, ending the sustainable use of timber in domestic forests would not lead to a decrease in the 

demand for timber. It would necessitate importing the wood from other countries which have stand-

ards of forest management that are considerably lower than the German standards.11 Moreover, 

long transport routes would not be appropriate from the perspective of the protection of the cli-

mate. This would make a mockery of the objective of a sustainable policy which is based on global 

responsibility and which seeks to prevent a negative impact on the environment in third countries. 

› Secondly, the assumption that managed forests are poorer in terms of their biodiversity than “natu-

ral” forests, which is regularly made, has not been scientifically proven. On the contrary, the undis-

turbed, natural development of vegetation leads to the emergence of dark forest structures which 

have a lesser diversity of plant species than sustainably-managed forests.12 To date, no species of 

plant have been found in unmanaged forests which cannot also be found in managed forests. Con-

versely, endangered species can be found that are only found in commercially-managed forests.13 It 

can therefore be concluded that proactive and sustainable forest management can make a major 

contribution to the protection of biodiversity. Nevertheless, the needs of species which depend on 

dead wood must also be taken into account. 

› Thirdly, the importance of forest management for climate protection must also be emphasised: “The 

CO2 which forests absorb from the air during photosynthesis and then store permanently in wood-

based biomass is released back into the atmosphere to the same level in forest ecosystems which 

have been left to nature as the wood decays.”14 Managed forests therefore ensure that the CO2 re-

mains stored in the wood over the long term, when it is used in timber construction, for example. 

How can sustainable forest management be encouraged? 
Sustainable forest management is the key to a greater degree of climate and environmental protection, 

and can only be achieved together with the owners of the forests. Some 48 percent of all forests in Ger-

many are privately owned, about half of which are managed by farms that own less than 20 hectares.15 

In the interests of maintaining the many benefits to our ecosystem and furthering the efforts to protect 

our climate and the environment, payment models for the owners of forests are considered a good op-

tion. In particular, small forest enterprises, which are only able to generate low revenues from timber 

sales, should also be considered in potential remuneration models before the backdrop of a broad con-

cept of sustainability, which includes the social dimension, in addition to the ecological and economic 

sides of sustainability. The focus of this funding instrument is not only to reward the maintaining of 

benefits to the ecosystem, but also to create incentives to further promote the conversion of forests 

towards climate-resilient, mixed forests, which can constitute an important tool in the fight against cli-

mate change. The question regarding the models of payment must also take into account the fact that 

a forest is only able to promise long-term returns if additional climate and environmental protection 

measures are also to be fulfilled. In order for the models of payment to fulfil their purpose, with the use 
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of established systems of certification, it is important to ensure that the owners also manage their for-

ests sustainably. Politicians have recognised the need for action: in April 2021, the German parliament 

voted in favour of the governing coalition’s proposal to reward forest ecosystem benefits. In early June 

2021, at the German Forest Summit, the Federal Minister for Agriculture, Julia Klöckner, presented a 

model for rewarding the climate protection benefits of forests. This envisages two stages: in the first 

stage, the owners of forests receive a basic sum with which they are rewarded for the preservation, de-

velopment and management of particularly climate-sensitive forests, provided that they can demon-

strate the sustainability certification. In the second stage, there is an extra payment for those who pro-

vide additional services to further increase the CO2 storage capacity of the forests.16 It will probably not 

be possible to implement this until the next legislative period, however. The Federal Ministry of Food 

and Agriculture (BMEL) is currently in consultation with the European Commission with the goal of clar-

ifying questions regarding state aid law.17 

Concluding remarks 
Climate change is putting pressure on our forests. To rise successfully to the challenges, it is essential to 

focus on a sustainable form of forest management that protects the important ecosystem benefits pro-

vided by forests and enables an adaptation to climate change. Returning areas of forest to nature, as 

called for by some environmentalists, is not very effective, as it does not do justice to either the protec-

tion of biodiversity or the potential of the forest as a carbon storage system. It would also see the de-

mand for wood being compensated for with imports. To preserve ecosystem benefits and to further 

intensify the protection of the climate and biodiversity models of payment are an appropriate model 

for owners of forests. Some initial plans have already been announced by the Federal Ministry of Agri-

culture. In addition, in July 2021, the EU forest Strategy is to be published, which is also expected to 

provide impetus for sustainable forest management. 
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