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Abstract 

The goal of this study was to investigate the motivations for pursuing and issues in obtaining 

either a Chain of Custody or Forest Management Certification through The Forest Stewardship 

Council (FSC) in community forestry enterprises in Mexico. The seven professionals 

interviewed for this study represent more than 100 collective years of experience with FSC 

certifications. A majority of participants identified a lack of business, technical and basic forestry 

skills as major hurdles for achieving FSC certification. A lack of understanding on the part of 

community foresters regarding the social equity aspect of FSC certifications was also expressed. 

Almost all participants identified access to external markets as a primary motivation for forestry 

operations to obtain FSC certification. Surprisingly, an expectation of price-premium markets for 

certified wood products was not a primary motivating factor in seeking certification. A more in-

depth study focusing directly on community forestry operations in Mexico is needed to develop 

innovative solutions to the problems faced by foresters there. Future work should look to help 

ejidos find long-term solutions that will help protect biodiversity, reduce illegal logging, will 

make legal forestry enterprises economically viable, and that will benefit the people and families 

involved in community forestry operations. A sub-national REDD based Carbon Restoration 

Certificate (CRC) program would effectively bring a willing-buyer/willing-seller market for 

forest products to small, rural communities, thus enriching these communities with more 

economic choices regarding how they manage their forests.  
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Introduction 

Forests are important for the environmental services and goods they provide. For 

example, forests contribute to the health of watersheds in a variety of ways. They stabilize 

hydrological cycles, slow the siltation of reservoirs and waterways, clean pollutants out of water, 

and protect irrigation districts and urban centers. Forests also stabilize soils, thus preventing 

erosion. They provide valuable recreational opportunities. Forests and the land they occupy are 

also important to people around the world because they provide food, shelter, wood and non-

wood forest products, environmental services and commerce (Siry, Cubbage et al., 2010) (Figure 

1, From FAO 2010).  

 

Figure 1. FAO 2010 

!

xxvi

FIGURE 19
Designated functions of forests, 2010

 (%) 

Production 30

Protection of soil and water 8

Conservation of biodiversity 12

Social services 4

Multiple use 24

Other 7

Unknown 16

PROGRESS TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT
To obtain a broad picture of progress towards sustainable forest management, a sub-
set of indicators was selected for each of the seven thematic elements of sustainable 
forest management and data on trends were compiled and compared at global, regional 
and subregional levels across the seven themes. The results are summarized below and 
illustrated in Tables 1 and 2. For more information, refer to Chapter 9. 

FIGURE 20
Trends in area of forest with a management plan by region, 1990–2010 
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Approximately 10 million people are employed in forest management and conservation, 

with many more directly dependent on forests for their livelihoods (FAO, 2010). Equally 

important, forests may be home to nearly 90% of the world’s terrestrial biodiversity (The World 

Bank, 2004): It is known that tropical forests alone support between 50% and 90% of all species, 
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including a large number of  as yet undescribed taxa (WCED, 1987; Sodhi, Brook et al., 2007; 

Butchart, Walpole et al., 2010). All other reasons aside, the biodiversity issue makes sustainable 

management of forests, and tropical forests in particular, a critical issue.  

Globally, about 3 billion cubic meters of wood are harvested annually, 60% of which is 

industrial hardwood (FAO, 2010). However, forests left standing- both temperate and tropical- 

are gaining recognition for their potential to act as carbon sinks as a way to mitigate rising global 

atmospheric CO2 levels (De Koning, Olschewski et al. 2005). Forests of the world contain more 

carbon (650 billion tons) than the atmosphere (FAO, 2010). Although the science behind global 

climate change is complex (IPCC, 2007), it is widely believed that keeping forests intact, 

sustainable management, and rehabilitation efforts will prevent future greenhouse gas emissions 

due to deforestation and degradation. This may be especially true in tropical forests, regions 

known to be major contributors to global CO2 emissions, particularly if emissions from 

subsequent land use is taken into consideration (Miles and Kapos, 2008). If worldwide 

deforestation could be eliminated, or at least drastically decreased, global carbon emissions 

might be as much as 20% lower than current levels (Malcomson, 2008). 

Trends regarding the causes of and the rates of deforestation and degradation vary by 

region. Pressures on forests include both legal and illegal logging, impacts of climate change, 

conversion to farmland, land use/development policies that encourage forest clearing or outright 

policy failures (Skole, Chomentowski et al. 1994), population pressure, the absence of secure 

property rights (Deacon 1994) and degradation as a result of poor management of forest product 

collection.  

Degradation aside, the FAO (2006) estimated that annual losses to deforestation rose 

from 5.41 million hectares per year for the period between 1990-2000, to 6.26 million hectares 
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per year for 2000-2005. After further analysis, the FAO increased the figure for 1990-2000 to a 

loss of 8.3 million hectares per year. In the Amazon alone, Nepstad, Schwartzman et al. (Nepstad, 

Schwartzman et al., 2006) estimated greater than 20,000 hectares of forest were being converted 

to agriculture each year. Discussions regarding the rate of tropical rainforest loss in Brazil often 

quantify it in terms of “Belgiums” since annual forest loss approximates area of that country 

(30.5 X 103 km2)(Fearnside, 2005). Hartshorn and Bynum (Hartshorn and Bynum, 1999) 

suggested that few tropical forests would survive far into the 21st century unless unprotected 

forests were rapidly brought under some form of sustainable forest management. To complicate 

matters further, (DeFries, Rudel et al., 2010) showed a positive correlation between forest loss 

and urban population growth. Thus, with populations continuing to increase and becoming more 

urbanized, forests will only become more imperiled.  

Population growth aside, illegal harvesting of round wood and other forest products 

continues to be a grave issue whose solution has, to date, been elusive. In 2003, the legal 

roundwood harvest in Mexico was estimated at 45.5 million m3. In the same year, estimates put 

illegal roundwood harvest at 5.7 million m3 (McDermott, Cashore et al. 2010).  

Up to 2005, it appeared that Hartshorn’s predictions might be correct. More optimistic 

numbers regarding rates of deforestation from a 2010 FAO report show that, although while still 

high, deforestation rates have dropped to losses of 5.2 million hectares a year (an area roughly 

the size of Costa Rica). This represents a 37% decrease in deforestation rates relative to the 

1990s. At least part of this improvement can be attributed to reforestation efforts and improved 

forest management in certain parts of the world.  
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Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) and Forest Certification 

Timber is the major market-based forest product in the global market and a primary 

motivation for actively managing forests (Siry, 2005).  The concept of Sustainable Forest 

Management (SFM) was developed to address concerns about deforestation and forest 

degradation and to promote the maintenance of biological diversity, especially in the tropics 

(Rametsteiner and Simula, 2003). Forest certification emerged in the mid-1990s as a market-

based incentive to improve forest management (Cashore, Auld et al., 2007; Leddick and Bynum, 

2007; Tikina, Kozak et al., 2008). Since that time, a number of forest certification bodies have 

come into existence.  

The Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC), The Forest 

Stewardship Council (FSC), The Canadian Standards Association (CSA), and the Sustainable 

Forestry Initiative (SFI) are among the top certification programs worldwide and account for the 

vast majority of certified forests (Leddick and Bynum, 2007). Varying climatic and geologic 

conditions, different microclimates, and other variables related to forest ecosystems make it 

unlikely a single forest management system can be sustainably applied across all forest types 

(Toman and Ashton, 1996). However, The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is one certifying 

body that maintains a global presence.  There are currently FSC certified forests in more than 57 

countries, and FSC is the only internationally recognized forest certification program in Mexico.  

Consumers around the globe increasingly recognize the value of a certification system 

that not only addresses basic forest management, but also addresses the social and political 

aspects related to the forestry industry. As a result, consumer-driven markets for FSC certified 

products have increased and have expanded into other certification schemes such as LEED 

(Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) certification for buildings. This may be the 
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reason why both the rate of forest management and chain of custody FSC certificates have 

recently accelerated (Schulze, Grogan et al., 2008). This has happened despite the rigorous 

nature of FSC certifications, the apparent lack of price premiums for green forestry products, or 

any indicator that these will materialize (Chen, Innes et al., 2010). It is also important to note that 

forest certification is not a requirement for inclusion in world markets, but is strictly voluntary.  

 

Forest Stewardship Council Forest Management, Chain of Custody, and Certified Wood 

Certificates 

The Forest Stewardship Council was born as a result of the collaborative efforts of 

loggers, foresters, environmentalists and sociologists during discussions following the 1992 

Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. These groups came together in an effort to address sustainable 

forest management in such a way to decrease global forest degradation, particularly in the tropics.  

The result of their discussions and work was a rigorous forest management certification program.  

The FSC does not participate directly in these certification efforts. Instead, they offer 

certificates to certifying bodies in more than 50 countries. These third party organizations then 

carry out the forest certification process. This allows the FSC to maintain a distance between the 

standards it maintains and the entities that receive certification. FSC certifications are overseen 

by organizations such as Accreditation Services International (ASI). ASI conducts annual on-site 

audits and inspections on all FSC certifying bodies, such as the Rainforest Alliance’s Smart 

Wood Program, to ensure they are following FSC protocol. One such requirement is compliance 

with relevant international ISO standards found in ISO IEC Guide 65: General Requirements for 

Bodies Operating Product Certification Systems. In the years since its inception, FSC has also 
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added Chain Of Custody Certification, and more recently, a Certified Wood certificate (Meister, 

2011).  

Mills and manufacturers can apply for a Chain of Custody certification (CoC). Forest 

managers, owners and groups of owners can seek Forest Management (FM) certification. FM 

Certificates are given to operations that can prove their operations are socially beneficial and 

managed in an environmentally appropriate and economically viable manner. “Environmentally 

appropriate” as defined in FSC’s Mission Statement is “forest management ensure[ing] that the 

harvest of timber and non-timber products maintains the forest’s biodiversity, productivity, and 

ecological processes (Forest Stewardship Council, 2009).” Forest management companies also 

have the option of obtaining FSC Controlled Wood certifications (Forest Stewardship Council, 

1996). The Controlled Wood certification means that a forest owner’s wood can be supplied to 

FSC Chain of Custody operations but their forest operations are not required to be FM certified. 

This CW certificate may help smaller operations gain an indirect link to specialty markets 

without the added cost of full FM certification. 

Forest Management (FM) certifications differ from Chain of Custody (CoC) certifications 

in several important ways. FM certification deals with the sustainable management of a plot of 

forest and its uses. There are 10 Principles and 57 Criteria designed to address a variety of issues: 

legal issues, indigenous rights, labor rights, multiple benefits and environmental impacts (Table 

1). These principles and criteria are what make FSC certification more rigorous and detailed than 

any of the other international certifying bodies (Subak, 2002).  
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Forest 
management 

There are 10 Principles and 57 Criteria. Only principles are 
listed here. 

  Principle 1. Compliance with all applicable laws and international treaties 

  
Principle 2. Demonstrated and uncontested, clearly defined, long–term 
land tenure and use rights 

  Principle 3. Recognition and respect of indigenous peoples' rights 

  

Principle 4. Maintenance or enhancement of long-term social and 
economic well-being of forest workers and local communities and respect 
of worker’s rights in compliance with International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) conventions 

  Principle 5. Equitable use and sharing of benefits derived from the forest 

  
Principle 6. Reduction of environmental impact of logging activities and 
maintenance of the ecological functions and integrity of the forest 

  Principle 7. Appropriate and continuously updated management plan 

  

Principle 8. Appropriate monitoring and assessment activities to assess 
the condition of the forest, management activities and their social and 
environmental impacts 

  

Principle 9. Maintenance of High Conservation Value Forests (HCVFs) 
defined as environmental and social values that are considered to be of 
outstanding significance or critical importance 

  

Principle 10. In addition to compliance with all of the above, plantations 
must contribute to reduce the pressures on and promote the restoration 
and conservation of natural forests 

        
Chain of Custody Guidelines and requirement are listed in FSC documentation under 

the following headings 
  1. Quality Management     
  2. Scope of CoC System     
  3. Material Sourcing     
  4. Material Receipt and 

Storage     
  5. Volume Control     
  6. Sales and delivery     
        
Certified Wood The following 5 situations must be avoided:   
  1. Illegally harvested wood     
  2. Wood harvested in violation of traditional and civil rights   
  3. Wood harvested in forests in which High Conservation Values (areas 

particularly worth of protection) are threatened through management 
activities 

  4. Wood harvested from conversion of natural forests   

  
5. Wood harvested from areas where genetically modified trees are 
planted 

            

Table 1. The major principles to be followed for the three FSC certification schemes: 
Forest Management, Chain of Custody and Certified Wood (FSC.org).   

The social aspects of FM certification are another important way it differs from CoC 

certifications. Principles 3, 4 and 5 of FM Certification require the recognition and respect of 

indigenous peoples’ rights, the maintenance or enhancement of long-term social and economic 
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well being for forest workers, and the equitable us and sharing of all benefits derived from the 

forest (Table 1).   

In comparison, CoC deals primarily with ensuring wood products were legally harvested. 

It represents the path taken by these raw materials from the forest to the consumer inclusive of 

all stages of processing, manufacturing and distribution (Donnelly, 2010).  

The third certificate, FSC Controlled Wood (CW) allows producers to sell their non-FM 

certified wood to CoC certificate holders. In an effort to reduce illegal logging, the five criteria 

must be followed and independently verified before CW can be sold to a CoC operation. 

FSC Certifying Bodies are then responsible for conducting audits in forests and lumber 

mills around the world. Forest managers, companies, or forest communities who demonstrate 

“excellent production standards (technically sound, environmentally benign, and socially 

responsible) (Haener and Luckert, 1998; Schulze, Grogan et al., 2008) can earn FSC certification. 

The lumber companies, community forests, and forest managers then have the right to put the 

FSC logo on their products, hopefully giving them access to niche national and international 

markets with consumers willing to pay higher prices for forest products certified as sustainable.  

The amount of time and cost for a forest owner, manager or group of owners to become 

FM certified varies based on type of certification being pursued, the state of the forest or industry 

being evaluated, and the country within which those forests are located. Costs are not limited to 

simply obtaining the certification. Other costs include alterations of operations to comply with 

standards, documentation and data collection requirements, identifying and tracking the chain of 

custody and finding markets for products (Merry and Carter, 1997; Haener and Luckert 1998; 

Chen, Innes et al., 2010). Klooster (2006) states that costs ranged from $5,000 to $47,425 per 

year for each certified forest for examples taken from Mexico, Guatemala, Bolivia, Zambia and 
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Honduras. Time committed to certification is another consideration for companies and 

individuals seeking to obtain FSC certification. The time required to obtain a CoC certificate 

may vary from a matter of weeks (Rainforest Alliance, 2010) to as long as a year (Ortiz, 2011). 

However, Forest Management certification can take several years, depending upon the number 

and types of modifications necessary.  

 

FSC in Mexico 

In 1998, with the introduction of the World Bank-loan funded program Proyecto de 

Conservación y Manejo Sustentable de Recursos Forestales en México (PROCYMAF), the 

Mexican government became an important supporter of forest certification in Oaxaca (Klooster, 

2005). However, even with government support, by 2006, only 12% of Mexico’s legal wood 

harvest was certified, amounting to approximately 578,194 ha of FSC certified forests (Klooster, 

2006). Of those certified forests, very few certifications in the tropical regions of Mexico remain 

in operation. Hodgden (Hodgden, 2011) estimates that as much as three-fifths of certified 

tropical forests in Mexico were destroyed by hurricanes between 2005-2007. For example, the 

Mexican State of Quintana Roo had 10 community forestry operations that were forced to 

abandon their forestry businesses as a result of Hurricane Dean in August of 2007. As of January, 

2011 only three of them had resumed their operations (Godoy, 2011). Although it is unclear how 

many of these forests were originally FM certified, Kiernan (2000) reported that four community 

forests in Quintana Roo had received FSC certification at that time. This serves as a general 

example of the difficulties the forest industry in tropical forests in Mexico have had in 

recovering from the damages from multiple hurricanes.  
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Ejidos, Politics and the Forest Industry in Mexico 

In many parts of Latin America communal land tenure is still important. This is observed 

in Mexico where over half- 52% to as much as 80% - of the land area is held under communally-

based tenure, principally within land-sharing arrangements, referred to as ejidos (Barnes, 2009; 

McDermott, Cashore et al., 2010). Ejidos were an outcome of the Mexican revolution of 1910-

1915, an agrarian movement that addressed the problem of Mexico’s land being owned by a few 

individuals and families (haciendas). Prior to the revolution, 1% of the population owned 97% of 

the land, with 96% of the population left landless (Diaz-Cisneros, 1983; McDermott, Cashore et 

al., 2010). Article 27 of the 1917 Mexican constitution allowed for the creation of ejidos (Toms 

and Betters, 1998) through the expropriation of hacienda lands. Ejidos recognize land ownership 

with the possibility of collective administration and management (Cashore, Gale et al., 2006). 

This is an important social phenomenon, and has substantial effects on forest management within 

the country. The peasants, or ejidatarios, previously were not allowed to rent or sell the land 

parcels, a stipulation enacted in order to prevent private interests from once again amassing land 

holdings. This policy was in effect until Article 27 was amended in 1992 (Thoms and 

Betters,1998). Although technically, ejidos are managed by the landed farmers who make up the 

community, government authorities originally retained certain legal prerogatives by donating 

ejido land in usufruct right only (Haenn, 2004). The intent of the 1992 amendment was to 

modernize Mexican agriculture by making it legally possible to convert ejido tenure into private 

forms of tenure (Luers, Naylor et al., 2006; Barnes, 2009), thus allowing for the sale or rent of 

ejido lands. There were five major modifications through the 1992 amendment. These policy 

changes: (a) ended the government’s obligation to provide land to landless peasants; (b) 

established a certification and titling program, PROCEDE; (c) gave ejidos the right to sell, rent 



Forest Stewardship Council Certifications in Mexico: Motivations and Hurdles 
	  

	  

14	  

or mortgage land; (d) removed the government requirement that ejidatarios work their own land 

to maintain rights; and (e) promoted joint ventures between ejidos and private sectors (Diaz-

Cisneros, 1983; Agraria, 1992). The combination of the amendments to Article 27, the loss of 

younger generations through migration to the US and urban areas, and the domination of ejido 

membership by males (Barnes 2009) are all important to keep in mind when attempting to 

understand forestry operations in Mexico.  

There is distinct regional variation in structure and membership of ejidos in Mexico, 

including a more indigenous form of ejido known as bienes comunales (Barnes 2009). Official 

members are known as ejidatarios. Membership is strictly controlled and can be very difficult 

for new generations to obtain. Other players in ejidos may include community residents 

(avecindados), and/or possessors (posesionarios) who may work the land through and agreement 

with the ejidatarios (Barnes 2009).  

There are three main governing bodies in ejidos. The Comisariado, comprised of three 

elected officials, oversees the day-to-day operations. Most ejidos also have a supervisory council 

or a “Vigilance Council” (Consejo de Vigilancia).  This council has responsibilities for watching 

over the Commissariat’s actions in order to protect the interests of all the ejidatarios. The third 

body is the General Assembly (Asemblea) which is comprised of all ejidatarios (Barnes 2009). 

The General Assembly is the ultimate authority, in which all decisions are made by majority vote.  

The discussion of ejidos in general is important for the matters at hand, for a significant 

portion – as much as 85% totally about 8500 ejidos- of Mexico’s forests are held by ejidos or 

indigenous communities, and more than 500 communities or common lands are organized as 

community forestry enterprises (CFEs) (Thoms and Betters 1998; Bray and Perez 2004; 

Kaimowitz 2004; Barnes 2009). As of 2004, Mexico accounted for 43% or community owned 
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forests worldwide (Bray 2005), ranking second in the world in terms of percentage of land under 

community forest tenure (Kaimowitz, 2004).  

 The forest industry in Mexico produces sawn timber (round wood), plywood, pulp, and 

railway ties, with 90% of volume processed by sawmills being Spanish cedar (Cedrela odorala) 

(Kaimowitz 2004; McDermott, Cashore et al. 2010). Mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla) is the 

second most commercially important tree species. A variety of tropical tree species, including 

balsa (Ochroma lagopus), degame (Calycophillum candidissimum), jatoba (Hymenaea coubaril), 

goncalo alves (Astronium fraxinfocium), IPE (Tabebuia spp.), and trebol (Platymiscium ulei) 

(Wieman 2010) are also exploited. Companies in Europe have recently been asking for certified 

charcoal from Mexico, a product of oak (Quercus robur) (Fonseca 2004). Additionally, there are 

about 1000 other forest species that are harvested for non-wood products (McDermott, Cashore 

et al. 2010). The most important states for timber production in Mexico are Durango, Chihuahua, 

Michoacán, Oaxaca, Jalisco and Guerrero. Quintana Roo and Campeche are most important for 

tropical lumber production (Kaimowitz, 2004). 
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Table 2: Main Sawnwood Producing States (Kaimowitz 2004) 
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Objectives 

In an effort to explore the primary motivations for forest managers, logging companies, 

individuals and groups of forest owners to undertake Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) Forest 

Management (FM) or Chain of Custody (COC) certification and the issues associated with it, this 

project seeks to answer the following two questions as they apply to local-level Forest 

Management (FM) or Chain of Custody (CoC) FSC Forest certifications in Mexico: (a) What are 

the main motivations for companies, organizations and individuals to undertake FSC, FM or 

COC certification; and (b) what problems exist in the certification process for these local-level 

FSC certifications in Mexico? 

 

Methods 

Research and Interviews 

 Relevant professionals in the field of Mexican FSC certifications were sought. Ideally, 

these professionals would have assisted lumber companies or community forest organizations 

with achieving their certification through FSC (FM or COC) or were the forest managers/owners 

themselves. Unfortunately, Mexican civilians do not generally participate in surveys (Ortiz, 

2011). Thus, the response from forest owners/managers to requests for interviews was limited to 

only one. Six of the seven interviews took place over the phone and were recorded with the 

permission of the participants.  The questions for the interviews were aimed at obtaining 

information about each person’s personal experiences with forest certification efforts in Mexico. 

Participants were asked to talk about a specific project, if possible, and to give the following 

information: (a) The three most important reasons for that project to get certified, (b) the three 
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most difficult aspects of the process, (c) how long certification took, and (d) what 

recommendations they would give to help make the process easier to accomplish (Appendix A).  

These interviews were recorded with permission of the participants and with the 

understanding that, should they want to say something off the record, the device would be turned 

off and no written record of those comments would be made.  

 

Methods for Analyzing Qualitative Data 

This study was designed with the intent to interview 10-15 people from various fields relating to 

FSC certification in Mexico. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. The questions were 

designed to reveal the motivations for an ejido, forest company or mill to become FSC certified, 

as well as to discover the important hurdles to becoming FM or CoC certified. The essences of 

the answers to the main questions were distilled into several reference tables in order to compare 

and contrast answers based on location of projects or on the type of relationship the participant 

had to the certification project. In order to do this, the raw data was first arranged in a table based 

on who was interviewed and their answers to question 5-8 (Appendix B). Each column 

corresponding to a particular question was then broken down further into the answers given by 

each participant. These were compared to search for basic themes and commonalities. 

Comparisons and differences were then put into tables for easier reference.  

The names of the interviewees as well as the names of the companies associated with 

particular answers were omitted from the table. This was done because one or more of the 

respondents requested they not be formally associated with one or more of their answers. 

However, job type or relationship to their work with forest certification was recorded as a way to 

contrast and compare answers to the questions.  
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This project is intended to serve as exploratory research for a more in-depth project 

regarding forest certification in Mexico in general, and as a way to determine which questions 

worked and which did not, and explore in a preliminary way possible solutions for the forestry 

industry in Mexico. 

 

Results 
 
 
 Forty-three (43) people were contacted via email and phone, most of them more than 

once, and 7 interviews were successfully conducted (Appendix B). This represents a success rate 

of 16.3%.  

 Of the seven participants, one did not have any direct experience in Mexico. However, 

due to his extensive knowledge of and experience with FSC certifications in general, his 

interview was included. His interview serves as an important comparison of what occurs in the 

United States and what occurs in Mexico.  



Forest Stewardship Council Certifications in Mexico: Motivations and Hurdles 
	  

	  

19	  

! !

"#$#!
%#&'()*+'#!

,)*-./*+!0-#-/0!)(!
1/2'3)!

45/6&#!

75'+-#+#!8))!
%#9:/3./!

;5*#+<)!

=#2#3#!

!!"#$%&'()'*&#&+,+"-.',./'#&.&%,0'
0-1,+"-.2'-3'3-%&2+2'%&4%&2&.+&/'
".'+5"2'2+$/6'

 

Source of vegetation map: http://tfw.cachefly.net/snm/images/nm/motw/atlas_mexico/vegetation.jpg 

 

Participants’ experiences took place in forestry operations, audits, and pulp operations, in 

seven states across Mexico (Figure 2). Both temperate and tropical forests were represented, 

allowing comparison of answers from each region (Table 2). For the purposes of this study the 

locales where participants worked or had experience were put into North and South region 

groupings: the northern region includes Durango, Baja California and the northern states of 

Mexico in general and the southern region is comprised of Puebla, Oaxaca, Campeche and 

Quintana Roo.  



Forest Stewardship Council Certifications in Mexico: Motivations and Hurdles 
	  

	  

20	  

 

 When looking at answers about hurdles relating to region, funding concerns were 

mentioned for both the northern region and for the US, but were generally lacking from 

responses from the southern region. Regardless of region, participants agreed that a pre-

assessment audit to help the forest managers, mill, or company prepare for the official audit 

would be helpful. They also agreed that getting appropriate training and technology to foresters 

in Mexico was even more important than direct financing.  

 Respondents from both regions in Mexico stated the major motivation for getting FSC 

certification of any type was for access to international markets. Predictably, this differs from 

what is important to organizations in the US who seek certification, as some of the international 

market access Mexican foresters are seeking is located in the US.  
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 When making comparisons related to a participant’s job type, agreement across 

respondents was highest in regards to the question about motivation (Table 3). 

 

Almost all participants indicated that market access was the most important reason for an entity 

to get FSC certifications. Contrary to the original belief that FSC certifications would bring price 

premiums for certified products, this was not stated as a reason for pursuing certification for any 

of the projects in Mexico, but was stated as a motivation for US forestry operations.  

 Four of those interviewed expressed concern over the lack of necessary, basic business 

skills (accounting, organizational structure, filing systems, etc.), technical skills, basic forestry 

skills (farmers turning to forestry), and a lack of understanding regarding the social aspects of 

FSC certification as the major hurdles. Of these four, they all suggested the addition of a middle-

man of sorts, a company that could go into an operation and offer their services to ensure the 



Forest Stewardship Council Certifications in Mexico: Motivations and Hurdles 
	  

	  

22	  

forest management plan was in place and appropriate, to offer basic business skills training, and 

to make sure people internal to the forestry operation are trained “…so they don’t have to rely on 

the consultant(s) all of the time” (Meister, 2011). 

Another potential weakness in the certification process was pointed out by two of the 

participants. This concerned a lack of understanding on the part of the foresters, mills, and other 

forestry professionals in Mexico about two FM principles dealing with reducing the 

environmental impacts of logging and High Value Conservation Forests (HVCF); principles 6 

and 9. In particular, the participants stated they had seen a large number of inconsistencies about 

how principle 9 is being implemented. These participants felt ejidos and forest managers did not 

interpret HCVF the same way across the board in Mexico, likely due to a variety of local 

traditions and levels of education. Nor did ejidatarios interpret it the same way FSC auditors did. 

Without a complete and accurate understanding of all aspects of FSC requirements, the forestry 

operations will have greater difficulty in obtaining certification.  

  

Discussion 

The goal of this study was to investigate the motivations and issues confronting communities 

and forestry companies to pursue either chain of custody or forest management certifications in 

Mexico. The price premium that was expected to develop for certified lumber has largely not 

materialized (Chen, Innes et al., 2010) and it was this price premium that was predicted to drive 

certifications in general. Certification processes have clearly not been driven by ordinary 

consumer demand (Gulbrandsen, 2004), nor does it appear likely that a willingness to pay a price 

premium will ever materialize (Chen, Innes et al., 2010). Despite this, the number of companies 
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and community forest operations seeking FSC and CoC certification has actually increased over 

the last five years (Schulze, Grogan et al., 2008). The question then is, why?  

This question becomes more problematical when concerns regarding the effectiveness of 

FSC certifications in Mexico and how these certifications have not responded well to problems 

regarding the degradation of forests and the social, economic and environmental consequences of 

forestry (Rametsteiner and Simula 2003) are taken into consideration. The complex land-

ownership system based largely on community forestry may be part of the answer, too. With 60-

80% of Mexico’s forests being located in community owned ejidos (Antinori and Rausser, 2008; 

Barnes, 2009; Malkin, 2010; McDermott, Cashore et al., 2010) community forestry operations 

are increasingly being held accountable by people involved in and affected by the process to 

show they are managing communal assets in a responsible way (Belmonte, 2011). Any market 

possibilities for a product are going to be enticing in a climate of economic decline like there has 

been for the past several years. In fact, it is possible the economic downturn actually helped 

promote forest certifications. As was pointed out by Kyle Meister (personal communication, 

2011), “…while other people have not been able to sell wood during the economic downturn, 

people who were FSC certified have been able to sell wood.”  Additionally, although there is 

truth in saying price premium markets have not benefitted all certified forests; markets for 

certified forestry products do exist. After the amendments to the Lacey Act in 2008, lumber 

forest products being imported into the US had to provide appropriate paperwork certifying that 

they were not illegally harvested (House Report 2419, 2008). In addition, the European Union’s 

FLEGT (Forest Law Enforcement Governance and Trade) “lays down detailed rules for the 

application of the system of imports of timber products (Commission Regulation [EC] No. 1024, 

2008).” For operations already certified with the FSC, this had little effect other than to eliminate 
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some competition in foreign markets. As a result, more operations are seeing FSC certification as 

the way to enter foreign markets.  An unnamed source pointed out that with this carrot of foreign 

markets dangling, forest operations that really did not understand the FSC certification process or 

requirements were asking to be audited, at great expense to them, only to find themselves not 

certified at the end of it all. He commented, “Before, people who wanted to be FSC certified 

really wanted it, really believed in the FSC. Now we’re getting clients who want it… because 

they want access to a different market… and they don’t really do their homework.”  

Complementing this, the United States and Europe are demanding more certified lumber for 

LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) certified construction, adding another 

dimension in the answer to why operations may pursue certification. 

LEED is a voluntary certification program for commercial and private buildings based on a 

point system that addresses such issues as energy efficiency, indoor air quality, water usage and 

environmentally friendly building materials. People and companies seeking LEED certification 

for their projects can get points for using FSC certified lumber. As LEED becomes more 

important globally, this has great potential to help the bottom line of certified forest enterprises. 

The key here for Mexico is to ensure they are appropriately certified to be able to bring their 

products into the world market. Forestry enterprises that can break into these international 

markets may in fact obtain better prices than those that only sell in Mexico.  

International markets will be important in the development of Mexican FSC certified lumber, 

but emerging domestic markets could be even more helpful. Lack of these domestic markets for 

certified wood products was one issue raised by four of the participants in this study. Two of the 

participants blamed this on a lack of an educated public regarding environmental issues in 

general. Large companies that step in to create markets for FSC certified products in Mexico 
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might help alleviate this problem. For example, Bimbo, the largest grocery company in Mexico, 

is projected to have an impact on domestic forestry markets in Mexico by requiring all pallets to 

be constructed of FSC certified lumber sourced from Mexican companies starting in 2011 

(Hodgden 2011). Considering Bimbo is a large, global company, with enterprises in the 

Americas, China, and Europe (Grupo Bimbo, 2011), demanding all pallets they use to come from 

Mexican certified lumber stands to have an enormous effect on the domestic lumber industry in 

Mexico. Other large companies are seeking to source CoC certified pulp from Mexico (Ortiz, 

2011). If these companies are successful in their efforts, a solid domestic market for FSC 

certified Mexican pine and oak might finally come to into existence.   

If a forestry operation is going to be successful in its FSC certification efforts, the linkages 

between accessibility to resources, funding, and the education level of the foresters or managers 

must be addressed. Participants individually mentioned each issue as causing difficulties for the 

certification processes, but the solutions should be undertaken collectively.  

Resource needs for those seeking to obtain certification are varied and complex. For 

instance, since FSC relies on its website to disseminate information to those preparing for 

certification, those seeking certification have a need for access to the Internet. There is also a 

need for access to technical resources for forest monitoring. In addition, such organizations need 

training for their employees in such basics as accounting.  Almost one half of participants stated 

FSC is currently resource-poor in terms of people available to help foresters and others who are 

going through the certification process. One participant (off the record) felt a solution to this 

problem would be to add a middleman-organization specifically dedicated to helping those going 

through the certification process. The Rainforest Alliance’s, SmartWood TREES program was 

designed to specifically address this issue.  
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The lack of general business knowledge in ejidos and community forestry operations is a 

problem that FSC auditors are not allowed to directly assist with. TREES- which stands for 

Training, Research, Extension, Education, and Systems- was developed in 2001 as a response to 

requests for assistance in problems related to but not necessarily directly associated with FSC 

certification.  TREES’ responsibilities include tasks that complement SmartWood certification 

activities, but are not limited only to activities that would generate certification revenues. 

Because auditors are unable to directly offer technical advice to those being audited, Smart 

Wood saw this as a potential solution to that problem and a way to help projects be more 

successful for minimal financial investment (Hodgden 2011) and they have seen some marked 

success for their efforts. In the case of San Bernardino de Milpillas Chico, over a three year 

period with minimal investments by the Rainforest Alliance, the company went from an annual 

loss of $500K USD to a profit of over $1 million USD (Hodgden 2011; Hernandez, Fortin et al. 

2010). 

Considering that as many as 80% of Mexico’s forests are community owned and operated 

(either ejidos or bienes comunales), and that these forests are very often located in very rural 

areas with limited access to basic education, it is not unreasonable to say that if funding and 

basic business training could be provided for these communities in the short term, forest 

certification successes might increase. The key here is to give them the tools to be successful in 

the long term on their own. As Ben Cashore points out (2011), just throwing money at these 

communities without giving them the tools to be sustainable on their own in the long run is a 

waste.  

It is important to note that approximately 92% of the indigenous population is located in the 

central and southern tropical regions of Mexico. The illiteracy rate for indigenous people in 
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Mexico is approximately 33% (compared with a national illiteracy rate of 9.3%). Indigenous 

people have the least access to education and wealth. The large number of indigenous languages 

in the Mexican tropics and the small size of most of these communities (500 people or less) 

(Burton 2008) can also mean fewer people are equipped to assist in localized forestry 

management. It is in the tropics where the highest biodiversity is found and where sustainable 

forest management is most critical. Finding a solution to the poverty and low education rates 

would be a step toward alleviating illegal logging and maintaining biodiversity in these areas. 

Rob Harmon, an expert in carbon and energy markets, developed a Water Restoration 

Certificate business line, which utilizes voluntary markets to restore critically de-watered 

ecosystems (Harmon 2010). The idea is that large companies concerned with their environmental 

footprint – specifically in this case their water footprint – buy certificates that represent a certain 

quantity in gallons of water. The money from the purchase of those certificates goes to the water 

rights holder for that particular allotment of water. The water rights holder leaves that amount of 

water in the stream or river rather than using it on the land. This is a market-based, willing 

buyer/willing seller solution where the farmers are given an economic choice and large 

companies concerned about their environmental impacts are given a way to reduce their 

environmental footprint. The amount of water in a stream is measureable, which is what makes 

this type of system possible. On the face of it, it seems very simplistic.  However, it has also 

proven successful for water: as of November 2010 Harmon reported they had returned more than 

4 billion gallons of water to degraded ecosystems (Harmon, 2010). 

This same basic principle should be able to be applied to forests in Mexico. Forests are 

recognized as important CO2 reservoirs, and sequestering carbon could create stronger incentives 

for forest protection than any of the soft law forest policy recommendations to date (Gulbrandsen, 
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2004). If the primary motivation behind forest certifications is access to foreign markets, but the 

rural foresters have a difficult time getting their products into those markets due to a lack of 

effort made to assist local people in exploiting their forest products in a sustainable manner 

(Kaimowitz, 2004) , then why not bring the markets to them? 

REDD, Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation, originally proposed 

sub-national carbon sequestration projects. The basic idea behind REDD is that countries and 

communities that are willing and able to reduce emissions from deforestation should be 

financially compensated for doing so (Parker, Mitchell et al., 2008). Although it appears that 

REDD may be looking to focus on national level projects at this time (United Nations REDD 

Programme, 2011), based on the results from this study it is clear that rural communities in 

Mexico would more quickly and directly benefit from a sub-national approach. A Carbon 

Restoration Certificate Program based on sub-national REDD is an option.  

 If corporations such as Starbucks and Walmart, who have expressed concern over their 

environmental impact, could be brought on board with a Carbon Restoration Certificate (CRC) 

program, then needed funds could be allocated to the foresters. Perhaps they would then have 

incentive to manage their forests well and to stay or become certified. This would also offer a 

financial incentive to combat illegal logging. Forests and the carbon within can be quantified. If 

large businesses have already taken steps to reduce their carbon footprint, this is another way 

they can reduce it further while providing rural foresters with an economic choice. It is a long-

term solution that puts the power into the hands of the community forests, giving them the 

economic means to bring better education and resources to themselves and their communities.  

With the priority for REDD being to develop sustainable national approaches (United 

Nations REDD Programme, 2009) local-level parties may loose out at least in the short term. A 
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CRC program ensures the money goes straight to the communities who are managing the forests: 

As McDermott et al. (2010) points out, “Forest certification emerged in part out of frustration 

over the lack of governmental progress in tackling tropical deforestation and degradation (pg. 

352).” FSC certifications have not successfully addressed this problem either. REDD processes 

are focusing on national institutions with the intent that local level forest programs will also 

benefit. The CRC would be a bottom-up approach to help bolster local efforts and give national 

level programs concrete data to help garner support from a wider constituent base.  

 Of course, there is still the possibility of corruption: large companies could pollute more 

rather than less using the certificates as an excuse. Corrupt ejidatarios could keep the money 

coming from the sales for themselves. However, FSC certified forests and foresters are already 

held to higher standards with strict oversight. Working with certified forests, a CRC program 

would simply add another market option for them.  

 Going forward, this study can be expanded on in several ways. First, the principle 

stakeholders in multiple ejidos need to be interviewed to concretely prove what the motivations 

and hurdles for pursuing FSC certifications really are from the perspective of the landowners. It 

is important to be sure there is an adequate response rate, as this study was weak in that area 

(16% response rate). Elias Ortiz (2011) suggested this low response rate might be due to the 

reluctance of Mexican foresters to participate in surveys of any kind. There was also a perception 

among participants that anyone asking questions about FSC certifications might be doing so with 

intent to publicly criticize the process. In one instance, it was only after the interviewee was 

assured this was not the case that they allowed the interview to go forward. Another participant 

was very cautious; wanting to be certain his/her name would not be associated with any 

comments that might be even remotely interpreted as critical towards the FSC.  
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Next, these same ejidos could be asked about their views on Carbon Sequestration as an 

economic alternative and to gauge their willingness to participate in such a market. Third, if 

there was a willingness to participate, a local-level pilot project concerning a Carbon Restoration 

Certificate program could be implemented based on sub-national REDD. With REDD players 

choosing to focus on National level projects, starting a local-level, grass-roots fed REDD-based 

program could help speed the process of carbon sequestration along, could encourage forest 

certification as a forest management solution and could, ultimately, help the people and 

communities so directly linked to the forests.  

 

Conclusion 

We have seen several serious obstacles to responsible and sustainable forestry in Mexico. 

There are still problems with illegal logging and regulations intended to stop it, have, to date, 

largely failed. There is a need for more economic support for rural tropical communities, which 

would assist them to obtain the resources to manage their forests in a sustainable manner. We 

have also seen the primary motivation for obtaining FSC certification reported by participants in 

this study was to gain access to foreign markets. Given all of these considerations, perhaps a new 

system to solve market-linked issues in Mexico needs to be developed.  

 The unique structure of the forestry industry in Mexico can be used to explore innovative 

solutions to issues related to forestry enterprises worldwide. If a mechanism to reduce global 

carbon emissions that also has positive effects on deforestation, biodiversity loss, rural 

socioeconomic problems, and illegal logging could be successfully put into practice in Mexico, 

then other forests of the world can only stand to benefit.  
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Appendix A- General Questions Asked of all Participants 

1: Please state your position or job title, the name of the agency/institution you work for, and 
how long you have been with that agency/institution. 
2: What communities/ companies/ forest projects have you worked with to help them obtain FSC 
certification?  
3: Where/when did you do this work? 
4: What scale was this certification (local, regional, national)? 
5: What were the three most important reasons for seeking certification? 
6:  What were the three most difficult hurdles in achieving certification? 
7: How long did it take to achieve certification?  
8: What two recommendations would you make to help the processes go faster/more smoothly? 
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Appendix B. Raw data from Interviews 
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