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On the assessment process and organisation 
Partnerships and linkages 
Ever since the delivery of FRA 2000, the continued development of the global forest 
resources assessment has been a priority for FAO, including the involvement of key 
partners in the process. In the following, a brief review of events display the broad and 
inclusive approach of FRA. Besides they main partners – the countries through their 
National Correspondents – it is important to note the close interaction with other global 
and forest-related processes.  

In 2002, an international expert consultation (“Kotka IV”) was held in Finland to draw 
up general guidance for the FRA process following the FRA 2000 report. The enhanced 
role of countries and linkages with Criteria & Indicator processes were among the 
recommendations. The linkages between C&I and FRA were confirmed in an 
international conference on C&I (“CICI 2003”) in February 2003 in Guatemala, where 
the nine regional/international C&I processes were represented (ATO, Dry-forest Asia, 
Dry-zone Africa, ITTO, Lepaterique, Montreal, MCPFE, Near East, Tarapoto). The 
recommendations from both these meetings were endorsed by the Committee on 
Forestry (COFO) meeting in March 2003, where countries formally asked FAO to 
produce an update of FRA for 2005 along these lines.  

In 2002, FAO and partners (CIFOR, IPCC, IUFRO, UNEP, WMO) also organized two 
meetings on harmonizing forest-related definitions, which provided very valuable input 
and broadened the understanding of the use of terms and definitions across processes. It 
is noteworthy that the FRA terms and definitions are highly regarded as a useful 
baseline. Several fora have supported the continuation of the process to further 
harmonize definitions.  

Within the Collaborative Partnership of Forests, FAO and partners are actively working 
to reduce the reporting burden on countries, by seeking synergies between forest-related 
reporting processes, including CBD, ITTO, UNFCCC, UNCCD and UNFF. Among the 
tasks is to seek a common framework for reporting on forest resources. The outcome of 



the CPF work will be further deliberated in the UNFF, including the Ad-hoc expert 
group meeting on Monitoring Assessment and Reporting in December in Geneva.  

The specific topics of reporting on planted forests and designation of forests, which 
caused certain inconsistencies in FRA 2000, were deliberated in the UNFF intersessional 
expert meeting on the role of planted forests in New Zealand earlier this year. Again, 
FRA was commended for advancing the understanding of concepts, and the value of the 
process to harmonize definitions, mentioned above, emphasized.  

Furthermore, a global advisory group to the FRA process has been established, including 
experts from all regions and key processes, where directions and details have been 
discussed in depth. Two meetings have been held since October 2002 and a third is 
planned to follow up on the National Correspondents meeting in November. The FRA 
advisory group is the first established forum where the global contents of FRA are 
continuously elaborated between key stakeholders. The outcome of the advisory group 
has strongly influenced the assessment process as well as the contents of FRA 2005.  

Countries have been formally requested by FAO to nominate National Correspondents to 
FRA, with an outstanding response rate. This is important as countries are the main 
partners in FRA, and country contributions form the backbone of the reports. The 
partnership with countries is manifested by the upcoming global meeting of National 
Correspondents in Rome 17-21 November, where the contents of FRA 2005 will be 
discussed, and workplans for reporting established. About 100 countries are expected to 
attend, which makes this the most significant meeting in the history of FRA.  

In all the partnerships and linkages with FRA are many. It seems as the FRA process, 
being technical and neutral, is increasingly seen as a valuable source of information for a 
range of processes – regional and global.  

Organisation 
A large number of persons are involved in the FRA work – the majority being National 
Correspondents and their colleagues in countries.  

In addition, at FAO headquarters in Rome, a FRA secretariat of about five persons is 
tasked to coordinate communication, meetings, country inputs and to produce the final 
reports.  

Within FAO, several other technical specialists in forestry subjects, regional forest 
officers, and the FAO country representations are engaged in a range of tasks, mainly 
related to supporting countries in the preparation of reports.  

The strong partnership between FAO and UNECE continues to be a key feature of the 
global FRA process. The joint secretariat in Geneva is the focal point for the UNECE 
countries to which these countries are expected to submit their reports. This successful 
arrangement was important for FRA 2000, to ensure a good communication with and 
between countries in the UNECE region, and resulted in valuable input from a regional 
Team of Specialists as well as an excellent submission to the global report.  



On the technical design and contents of FRA 2005 
Scope and workload 
Concerns have been raised, in particular by some European countries, that the scope of 
the FRA reporting (as provided in draft form) has been expanded for FRA 2005, and that 
the workload on countries has therefore been increased.  

The country reporting to FRA 2005 is, as always, voluntary and it is expected that some 
countries with no new information may not submit reports. Furthermore, the reporting 
has been specified as two “steps”, the first one being 16 standardized global tables and 
the second being a thematic report for each of the common themes of the C&I processes. 
For countries with a well established national C&I (or equivalent) process, the second 
step will be redundant. Therefore, it is expected that a number of countries may report to 
the 16 global tables, but exclude the thematic reporting and instead provide references to 
national reports. For other countries, however, the thematic reporting may provide an 
opportunity to advance national initiatives.  

Regarding the set of variables in the 16 global tables, the scope has not been expanded 
significantly compared to FRA 2000. In fact, for the UNECE countries, the number of 
requested data items are far fewer compared to the rather complex questionnaire 
prepared for FRA 2000. At the global level, the number of variables is close to that of 
the FRA 2000 main report, and the majority of FRA 2005 variables can be directly 
mapped to the tables in the previous report. There has been some reorganisation of 
variables and tables, which is further elaborated in the section on terms and definitions 
below. On the whole, the set of global tables identified for FRA 2005 is a well trimmed 
down set which is reasonable in scope and meaningful at the global level.  

Regarding trend information, FRA 2005 has a higher ambition than previous 
assessments. In FRA 2000, trend information for 1990-2000 was reported mainly for 
forest area. Since trends are key features to understand forest developments, the 
coverage has now been expanded to other topics. It is well understood and respected that 
many countries will lack trend information and may not be in a position to report trends 
in the near future. Hopefully, by the following FRA update, presumably in 2010, trend 
information will be more readily available.  

In FRA 2000, the referencing and documentation of sources was improved considerably, 
to increase transparency of the results, and also to reduce the efforts required in future 
assessments. As a consequence, in FRA 2005, the data assembly work will be 
considerably less demanding for many countries, as baseline data are already 
documented. For some countries, notably the UNECE region, such complete referencing 
was not done, which may now cause an additional burden for FRA 2005 in some cases. 
While referencing and documentation poses an initial effort, it is obvious that it pays off 
in the long run – in particular if the reporting to other forest-related processes is also 
taken into account. For this purpose, FRA 2005 has further developed the format of 
country reports and information management procedures to ensure that the generated 
information and knowledge is preserved.  



The direction of the above is clear – we are moving towards a more harmonized, 
globally consistent reporting, and towards a reduced reporting burden over the long term.  

 

Terms and definitions 
Another concern that has been voiced is that FRA 2005 is changing basic definitions, 
including the very definition of “forest”, which would lead to inconsistencies in time 
series, additional workloads, and differences compared to regional reporting.  

Firstly, it is important to note that there is no formally agreed set of definitions for FRA. 
On the contrary, definitions have evolved over time, following advise by experts and 
needs to conform with mainstreamed issues on the forestry agenda, such as the climate 
change process. For FRA 2000, one set of definitions were developed unilaterally by the 
UNECE region. While most of these were possible to accommodate at the global level, 
some inconsistencies remain, such as the meaning of seminatural forests (vs. forest 
plantations), protected areas and areas under management plans. At the global level, 
initial formulations from 1998 were improved (but definitions not changed) before the 
final reporting in 2001.  

Secondly, it is important to note that FRA interacts with a number of forest-related 
processes, and that one important role of FRA is to provide useful baseline data that may 
be picked up by these processes. This means that terms and definitions are being 
discussed, tested and commented, for example in the the meetings on forest-related 
definitions in 2002. On the whole, the FRA definitions have proven robust and 
consistent, and in no need of major revisions. However, certain improvements in the 
wording have been introduced to improved the understanding of concepts. This is the 
case for “forest” for which the definition has been carefully reworded, but without 
changing the underlying concept, and thereby causing no change in data due to 
definitions.  

Thirdly, the goal to harmonize forest-related reporting is important. For this purpose, 
FRA 2005 has adopted the UNFCCC/IPCC definitions related to biomass and carbon, 
and it is expected that this is a step towards a significant improvement in information 
management at the international level. Furthermore the definitions related to 
employment follow those used by ILO. Similarly, other processes have showed interest 
to use some of the basic FRA definitions and, ultimately, make use of data attached to 
these definitions.  

Further, it is important to note that stable definitions may not be the most important 
factor to achieve stable time series. The discussion on consistent time series must be 
expanded to cover documentation issues (as mentioned above), and data 
collection/management issues which often cause the most fluctuation in current forest 
time series. See also the last section of this information note on consistency.  

Some terms/definitions have been reorganized in FRA 2005, in particular for the 
variables now included in the tables Forest designation and Forest characteristics. The 



reason for this reorganization is that considerable confusion and regional differences in 
interpretation made it difficult to provide a globally consistent picture of key forest 
features, such as the extent of forest plantations, protected areas, and “forest 
naturalness”. The changes do not imply any significant changes in underlying concepts, 
and the data items are in most cases directly mappable to items in FRA 2000. As 
mentioned above, these changes have also been discussed in international fora. More 
details and examples on this will be given in the November meeting  

 

On consistency 
Consistency is important in the global FRA. Consistency can be divided into two major 
dimensions – time and space.  

Consistency in space means that data from different regions should be comparable. We 
achieve this through common global definitions and a set of standardized global tables. 
Still, even with common definitions, there is a degree of freedom for countries to 
interpret differently when their national data are transformed to the global tables. As a 
result the global tables are not a perfect replication of reality as we now it at the national 
level. This is not necessarily a major issue, provided that the transformation of national 
data are well documented for future users.  

Consistency over time means that time series of data are reliable descriptions of real-
world trends. This has been a considerable issue in past FRA’s as baseline data, methods 
and definitions have not always been stable. It is important to note that data, 
interpretation and methods may be greater problems than the definitions for achieving 
consistency over time. Again, it is necessary to document the underlying data to be able 
to draw sound conclusions, and to be able to backtrack at the next assessment.  

Often, the above two consistencies are in conflict in the global FRA. A better 
consistency in space can be achieved through advanced analyses and transformation of 
national data into global tables, but at the expense that the same analyses may not be 
possible to perform in a comparable way for the next assessment, with inconsistency 
over time as a consequence. It would seem more important to maintain consistency over 
time than in space. That is, it is better to have a robust and repeatable transformation of 
national data at consequent assessments, than to achieve a perfect match to global 
definitions at one point in time.  

 


