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SUMMARY 
This guidance paper was developed to help FSC certificate holders and other stakeholders 
in the U.S. understand the goals and methods to compliance with the High Conservation 
Value Forests (HCVF) components of the new Controlled Wood Standard (FSC-STD-40-
005). This paper addresses assessing “ecoregionally significant High Conservation 
Values (HCVs)” and making risk assessments regarding wood sources. 
 
This paper is divided up into four sections.  

1. The Introduction provides the interpretation of the goals of the standard and an 
overview of how risk can be assessed. 

2. Identification of ecoregions section provides guidelines for the first step in 
assessment of risk. 

3. Section three provides guidance and tools for determining risk of logging 
operations to ecoregionally significant HCVs (Criterion 3.1). 

4. Section four provides guidance and tools for determining levels of protection to 
ecoregionally significant HCVs (Criterion 3.2). 

 
The last two sections are divided into three parts: 1) the Criterion, as written in the 
standard; 2) the Essentials, a summary of the important components of the section; and 3) 
Background, a deeper look at the available sources and examples of their utility. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
The FSC Controlled Wood standard is an international measure to ensure that wood used 
by an FSC-certified company does not include unwanted wood sources. From an HCVF 
perspective, FSC certification ensures that controlled wood does not source from timber 
operations that threaten important environmental areas. These areas are those that include 
important habitat for groups of species, areas that represent unique assemblages of 
species, and those that represent intact, landscape-level ecosystems that include 
distributions of plants and animals that have lived there historically.  
 
Compliance with the Standard is done by risk assessment. Wood that comes from areas 
where there is little risk of timber harvesting negatively affecting HCVs can be 
determined to be “low risk” and thus acceptable to use with the FSC label. Wood that 
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comes from areas where timber harvest operations pose a risk to identified environmental 
values would be excluded from use in labeled products. Certificate holders must develop 
a verification program to demonstrate that their wood sources are “low risk.” 
 
There are two distinct paths toward measuring compliance of the Controlled Wood 
Standard requirements addressing risk to HCVF - section three of Annex 2. The first is 
through assessing threat to ecoregionally significant HCVs and second is through 
assessing the effectiveness of existing protection measures that ensure persistence of 
ecoregional HCVs. In the United States, there are HCVs and HCVF that, arguably, are 
not sufficiently protected by the current legal structures, and, arguably, are threatened by 
timber extraction. Therefore, FSC-US is not in a situation to make a national-level 
designation of low-risk for threat to HCVF.  
 
Determining risk to ecoregionally significant HCVs is a process that can take either of the 
two paths outlined in the standard (Criterion 3.1 – that management doesn’t threaten 
HCVs; or Criterion 3.2 – that there is sufficient legal protection) or a combination of 
both. In each case, this guidance document will help users of the standard interpret the 
meaning of the requirements and will provide sources that are useful in determining 
compliance for wood harvested in the U.S.  
 
Making a determination of risk requires that the user identify the ecoregions from which 
their wood sources. Users should then provide evidence of threat of logging to HCVs in 
those ecoregions. A determination of “low risk” (that logging does not pose a significant 
threat to ecoregional HCVs) should be supported with documentation. The following are 
examples of suitable documentation that can be used alone or in combination with other 
sources. 
 

·  Determining risk of logging operations to ecoregionally significant HCVs 
through third-party ecoregional assessment (e.g. WWF and TNC ecoregional 
assessments). 

o Expert assessment of ecoregions often establishes an ecoregional 
conservation status – indicating the risks and threats faced by ecoregional 
conservation values (e.g. WWF ecoregional assessments).  

o An ecoregions identified by expert assessment stating that it is of 
conservation priority due to concentrations of biodiversity values needs to 
be explored for risk more thoroughly than other ecoregions (e.g. 
Conservation International Biodiversity Hotspots, WWF Global 200 
ecoregions, IUCN Centres of Plant Diversity) 

o Expert assessment that ecoregions hold large, landscape-level forests need 
to be explored more thoroughly (e.g. Global Forest Watch Frontier 
Forests and Greenpeace Intact Forest Landscapes).  

 
·  Determining levels of protection to ecoregionally significant HCVs through 

expert assessment of legislation and land protection measures in the ecoregion 
o Federal, state, and local land protection measures provide a range of 

protection from nearly complete (e.g. Wilderness Areas or National 
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Parks) to partial (e.g. conservation easements and Wildlife Management 
Areas).  

o Many states provide GAP analyses that incorporate varied land protection 
measures into a single analysis.  

o Federal and state legislation that directly address components of HCVs 
can demonstrate low risk to HCVs. Note that much of the existing 
legislation, for example the U.S. Endangered Species Act, only addresses 
components of the HCV definition. 

o States vary widely in their protection of biodiversity values and in many 
cases, state-regulated BMPs affect how logging practices impact some 
biodiversity-based HCVs. 

 
 
2. IDENTIFICATION OF ECOREGIONS 
There are in the neighborhood of 30-70 terrestrial ecoregions in the continental U.S. – the 
number varies depending on the source and definition used for ecoregion. The scale, 
source, and definition of ecoregion are not specified explicitly in the standard, so users 
are allowed to choose the delineation. Among the several sources that can be used to 
assist in identifying ecoregions, the most prominent include the U.S. Forest Service, 
WWF, and TNC (see following pages for examples of the sources).  All of these three are 
scientifically sound and suffice for compliance. However, users should realize that the 
choice of ecoregional delineation will affect the sources of information available for their 
assessments.  
 
The U.S. Forest Service ecoregional delineations are available at 
http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/analytics/publications/eco_download.html in a variety of formats 
and scales (see Figure 1). Additionally, there is a very useful map-making tool available 
at http://nationalatlas.gov/natlas/Natlasstart.asp that includes two delineations of 
ecoregions (Bailey and Omernik).  
 
WWF ecoregional delineations are available at 
http://www.worldwildlife.org/science/ecoregions/terrestrial.cfm (see Figure 2). A benefit 
of using WWF delineations is that they provide very helpful information at the 
ecoregional level through their website: 
http://www.worldwildlife.org/science/ecoregions/nearctic.cfm. This webpage offers 
ecoregional assessments for all North American ecoregions (global coverage is 
available), and each assessment includes information such as conservation status, 
biological distinctiveness, established protection within the ecoregion, and types and 
severity of threats to the ecoregion. When used with the WWF ecoregional delineations, 
these assessments will be very helpful to determine the risks to ecoregional values by 
timber extraction. The WWF assessments should be useful in identifying ecoregionally 
significant HCVs as well as assessing the threat to those HCVs.  
 
TNC ecoregional delineations are available at: 
http://gis.tnc.org/data/MapbookWebsite/map_page.php?map_id=9 (see Figure 3). TNC 
also offers ecoregional-level assessments and are a very capable source for assistance of 
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identification of ecoregional HCVs and HCVF. TNC currently does not have a 
centralized data bank for access to the ecoregional assessments, but these data should be 
readily available from local TNC offices. 
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Figure 1. These delineations are based on work by Bailey. There are sub-regional delineations also available in GIS format that may 
facilitate assessment at a smaller scale. This map is available at http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/analytics/publications/eco_download.html. 
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Figure 2. WWF and National Geographic have teamed up to provide an interactive mapping website based on these ecoregional 
designations: http://www.nationalgeographic.com/wildworld/terrestrial.html. The data for this map are from WWF downloaded at 
http://www.worldwildlife.org/science/ecoregions/terrestrial.cfm. 
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Figure 3. Ecoregions in the U.S. (excluding AK and HI) as determined by The Nature Conservancy – this map is available at 
http://gis.tnc.org/data/MapbookWebsite/map_page.php?map_id=9 .  
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3. DETERMINING RISK OF LOGGING OPERATIONS TO 
ECOREGIONALLY SIGNIFICANT HCVS THROUGH THIRD-PARTY 
ECOREGIONAL ASSESSMENT  

 
The Standard: 
 
Criterion 3.1. Forest management activities in the relevant level (eco-region, sub-eco-
region, local) do not threaten ecoregionally significant high conservation values. 
 
The Essentials:  
It is not imperative for a user to identify ecoregionally HCVs – the standard 
requires determination if timber operations pose a threat to ecoregionally 
significant HCVs. Some sources of information, for example WWF and TNC, have 
identified prominent threats to ecoregions. Users of the standard can refer to these 
expert assessments of prominent threats to determine risks from logging.   
 
Additionally, just because a timber company works within an ecoregion determined 
to have a higher concentration of biodiversity values (e.g. CI hotspot, WWF Global 
200 ecoregion, or IUCN Centre of Plant Diversity) does not mean that the source is 
high risk. It just requires closer investigation into the risk.  
 
For example, wood harvested within the Appalachian-Blue Ridge Forests Ecoregion 
(WWF designation as a Global 200 ecoregion) may be argued to be low risk due to 
existing legal structures, harvest practices, public land ownership, and protection. 
This is evidenced in the WWF assessment and the ecoregional conservation status of 
“vulnerable” rather than “critical/endangered.” Thi s would need to be supported 
with documentation of overlap of protective measures and goals of the Controlled 
Wood standard as well as evidence of compliance with those regulations. 
 
The same process applies to ecoregions identified to have large, intact landscape 
level forests (e.g. as defined by WRI or GreenPeace). Just because these forests exist 
in an ecoregion doesn’t imply that timber harvest in the ecoregion is high risk. For 
example, intact forests (as identified by GreenPeace) in Northern Minnesota lie 
nearly entirely within the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Thus, one 
could argue that timber harvests in the ecoregion are not a threat due to ample 
protection. 
 
In cases where it is determined that there is risk from logging to HCVs at the 
ecoregional level, the next step would be to investigate the threat from within the 
ecoregion.   
 



FSC-US Guidance Avoiding Wood from HCVFs  - Draft for Public Comment 
 

9 

Background: 
HCVF is defined in the standard: 

HCVF - High Conservation Value Forests. High conser vation Value Forests 
are those that have one or more of the following at tributes: 

a) forest areas containing globally, regionally or nationally 
significant: concentrations of biodiversity values (e.g. endemism, 
endangered species, refugia); and/or large landscape level 
forests, contained within, or containing the management unit, 
where viable populations of most if not all naturally occurring 
species exist in natural patterns of distribution and abundance 

b) forest areas that are in or contain rare; threatened or 
endangered ecosystems 

c) forest areas that provide basic services of nature in critical 
situations (e.g. watershed protection, erosion control) 

d) forest areas fundamental to meeting basic needs of local 
communities (e.g. subsistence, health) and/or critical to local 
communities’ traditional cultural identity (areas of cultural, 
ecological, economic or religious significance identified in 
cooperation with such local communities 

 
The intent of the definition of HCVF is to include both social and environmental 
conservation priorities. In the United States, it is fair to state that our fundamental needs 
of sustenance and health are at a low risk of threat by timber operations. Further, in 
general there are legal structures protecting watersheds for communities and cities. In this 
light, users of the standard are not exempt from consideration of the effects of their 
purchases on social HCVs (parts c and d above), but generally can focus efforts on the 
environmental HCVs (parts a and b above).  
 
When addressing areas of concentrations of biodiversity values and rare or endangered 
species from above, it is logical to assume that there will be more risk of threat to 
ecoregionally significant HCVs in ecoregions that have a higher concentration of those 
values. For example, timber operations in ecoregions that have very high concentrations 
of biodiversity values (e.g. endemism) or rare species are at a higher risk of threat to 
HCVs than those ecoregions that do not have such high concentrations. In this light, the 
FSC has included sources of information to help users flag areas where timber harvest 
should be looked at very closely for threat to HCVs. These areas include, but by no 
means are limited to: 

·  Regions identified by Conservation International as a Biodiversity Hotspot 
(Figure 4) (or) Those ecosystems and communities that are explicitly identified by 
Conservation International as a key component of a Biodiversity Hotspot.  

 
·  Forest, woodland, or mangrove ecoregions identified by World Wildlife Fund as a 

Global 200 Ecoregion (Figure 5) and assessed by WWF as having a conservation 
status of endangered or critical. If the Global 200 Ecoregion comprises more than 
a single terrestrial ecoregion, an ecoregion within the Global 200 Ecoregion can 
be considered low risk if the sub-ecoregion is assessed with a Conservation Status 
other than “critical/endangered.” 

 



FSC-US Guidance Avoiding Wood from HCVFs  - Draft for Public Comment 
 

10 

·  Those regions identified by the World Conservation Union (IUCN) as a Centre of 
Plant Diversity (Figure 6) 

 
When addressing areas that have large, landscape-level forests, the FSC standard has 
included three sources of data and analyses that have adopted a scientifically sound 
approach to identification of these forests, and in some cases the risk to those areas. 
These are: 

·  Regions identified by Conservation International as a High Biodiversity 
Wilderness Area (Figure 7) that are forests and contain contiguous forest 
ecosystems greater than 500 km2. CI has included an analysis that identifies only 
one area in the U.S. as of priority. This is an area encompassing the Mohave, 
Chihuahuan, and Sonoran Deserts and the Coloradan Plateau.  

·  Areas identified by the World Resources Institute and Global Forest Watch as a 
Frontier Forest (Figure 8). GFW has included a category of risk in their analyses 
that should be useful for users. Note also that there are no identified frontier 
forests in the U.S. outside of Alaska. 

·  Areas identified by Greenpeace as an Intact Forests Landscape (Figure 9). 
Greenpeace has identified Intact Forest Landscapes in many states (WA, OR, 
CA, ID, MT, WY, UT, CO, NM, MN, NY, TN, NC, GA, and FL).  
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Figure 4. Conservation International Biodiversity Hotspots in the U.S. (not including Alaska and Hawaii). Maps of CI hotspots are 
available at 
http://www.biodiversityhotspots.org/ImageCache/Hotspots/content/resources/maps/cihotspotmap_2epdf/v1/cihotspotmap.pdf 
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Figure 5. WWF Global 200 Ecoregions in the United States (outside of Alaska and Hawaii). Data for Global 200 ecoregions are 
available from WWF. 
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Figure 6. Smithsonian Institution / IUCN Centers of Plant Diversity for the United States. This map is available at: 
http://www.nmnh.si.edu/botany/projects/cpd/introduction.htm. 
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�
Figure 7. High Biodiversity Wilderness Areas identified by Conservation International. The five areas outlined in red have been 
identified to be global conservation priorities due to their qualities of being large and generally intact habitat areas that support high 
levels of biodiversity. This map is available from: 
http://www.conservation.org/ImageCache/news/content/press_5freleases/2002/december/wilderness_5fkit/wilderness800x569_2ejpg/
v1/wilderness800x569.jpg. 
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Figure 8. Global Forest Watch Frontier Forests in North America. The areas in green are designated as low/no risk by Global Forest 
Watch. The areas in orange are designated as high risk. This map was derived from “Frontier Forests - Interactive Map of North 
America”. The map tool is available at: www.globalforestwatch.org/english/interactive.maps/northamerica.htm. 
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Figure 9. Greenpeace identified Intact Forests in the U.S. outside of Alaska and Hawaii. Intact forests are found in WA, OR, CA, ID, 
MT, WY, UT, CO, NM, MN, NY, TN, NC, GA, and FL. Data for this map are available from: 
http://www.intactforests.org/download/download.htm.
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4. DETERMINING LEVELS OF PROTECTION TO ECOREGIONALLY 

SIGNIFICANT HCVS 
 
The Standard: 
Criterion 3.2. A strong system of protection (effective protected areas and legislation) is 
in place that ensures survival of the HCVs in the ecoregion. 
 
The Essentials:  
It is only necessary to assess the level of protection in cases where either the user has 
decided to assess compliance via the existence of adequate protection measures. This 
option is contingent upon having functional regulatory processes to enact protection 
and measures to resolve conflicts of traditional and human rights. In the U.S. we 
have a robust regulatory and conflict resolution process (see FSC-US guidance on 
legality and violation of traditional/human rights) so this assessment generally only 
needs to address if an ecoregion has enough protection to practically eliminate 
threats to HCVs.  
 
Since elimination of threats is logically unachievable, this guidance suggests that the 
protective measures should provide sufficient evidence to demonstrate long-term 
and robust protection. It is up to the certificate holder to provide an argument that 
the suite of protective measures is sufficient. Legal protection can come in two forms 
– that of legislation specifically designed to protect HCVs or components of HCVs 
(e.g. the Endangered Species Act) and protection of landscapes that contain HCVF 
(e.g. National Parks).  
 
If an area is determined to be valuable because it holds assemblages or rare and 
endangered species, and those species and their habitats are recognized by federal 
and/or state law to be protected, then the area can be determined low risk of threat 
to that HCV. It must be recognized, however, that the Endangered Species Act 
extends robust protection, but also has its shortcomings. Further, the overlap of the 
ESA with the definition of HCVF is only partial (note, the ESA doesn’t cover 
address rare ecosystems or endemic species). 
 
In the U.S., protection of areas from potentially threatening activities comes in 
varying degrees. Legal protection categories such as National Parks and Wilderness 
Areas represent exceptionally protective measures and Conservation Easements and 
Wildlife Management Areas represent less protective measures. For example, 
HCVF that are included in Wilderness Areas can be readily determined to be at low 
risk, and those included in National Forest at less risk than those in private 
ownership that are subject to conversion or damaging forestry practices. 
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Background 
 
The goal of this Criterion is to demonstrate that HCVs in an area from which wood is 
sourced are adequately protected through legislation and regulation that they are at low 
risk of threat from logging operations. The system of laws that may lead compliance with 
the Criterion includes legislation for protection of endangered and threatened species and 
their habitats (e.g. the Endangered Species Act), environmental protection measures (e.g. 
the Clean Air Act and the Clean Water Act), and protected areas legislation (e.g. National 
Parks and Conservation Easements). The impact of these laws may be that there is 
sufficient protection for HCVs to ensure their persistence.  
 
A strong system of protection is one in which the HCVs are represented in protection 
schemes designed to ensure long-term survival and with central management objectives 
of maintenance of a natural state and processes (e.g. National Park, Wilderness Area, 
Preserves).  
 
Additional qualities of a strong system of protection include: 

·  The management and safeguard of the protected areas is such that illegal use, loss 
of habitat, and extraction of natural resources (hunting, mining, oil and natural gas 
drilling) does not occur or occurs at such a low level that these activities do not 
threaten the integrity of the biological diversity, natural processes 

·  The proportion protected in full protection schemes can be augmented by less-
stringent protection that may allow multiple uses, but not extraction or conversion 
that affects key species or ecosystems (e.g. State Parks, National Wildlife 
Refuges, and National Recreation Areas, forests enrolled in land trusts). 

·  The adequacy of the protected area system is determined by its capacity to 
maintain viable populations of the intended target species and will be judged by 
expert opinion and research support.  

·  The protected areas can be augmented by legislation protecting endangered 
species and their habitats (e.g. the Endangered Species Act), other environmental 
protection legislation (e.g. the Clean Water Act and Clean Air Act). These acts 
should include species (including infraspecific taxa) and species associations that 
are determined globally at risk (NatureServe G1 or G2). 

 
It is likely that much of the Intact Forest (as identified by Greenpeace) in the U.S. is 
already under protection. Users can look at the maps of Intact Forests and maps of 
protected areas to establish if those Intact Forests are adequately protected (for example 
see Figure 10).  
 
Most states have additional environmental impact laws and logging requirements (such as 
Best Management Practices (BMPs)) that directly affect components of HCVs. Laws that 
directly relate to protection of rare and endangered species, for example, are important 
components, but do not suffice for full protection of HCVs (e.g. endemic species, 
endangered ecosystems, and intact forests).  
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GAP analyses are excellent tools for assessment of this Criterion. The GAP analysis is a 
tool that identifies areas of conservation priority through categorization of levels of land 
protection and overlaying with biodiversity values. The assessment results include where 
protection is strongest and where it might be missing. Many state agencies (as well as 
some non-governmental initiatives) have conducted GAP analyses and have results that 
are available to the public. The U.S. National Gap Analysis Program website is 
http://www.gap.uidaho.edu/default.htm.  
 
In cases where GAP analyses aren’t readily available or useful, data about public 
ownership of lands and protection from permanent conversion can be used to demonstrate 
general long-term protection in an ecoregion or part of an ecoregion (see Figure 11). 
These data are beneficial for determination of risk if it can be shown that risk to HCVs is 
lessened by public ownership of the land.  
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Figure 10. The green areas are identified by Greenpeace to be Intact Forest Landscapes and the gray-shaded areas are part of the 
Forest Service Boundary Waters Canoe Wilderness Area. Since the Wilderness Area encompasses the near entirety of the Intact Forest 
in the U.S. and the protective capacities of the Wilderness designation are robust, this area can be designated low risk of threat to this 
component of HCVF. 
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Figure 11. Conserved lands in New Hampshire. Green lands are those that are deemed permanent conservation and are not subject to 
development. These include easements, parks, preserves, state forests, and national forests.
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