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Executive Summary 

The FAO Advisory Committee on Sustainable Forest-based Industries (ACSFI) held a webinar 

on 27 May 2020 addressing the global forest sector in the COVID-19 pandemic. The focus of 

the presentations and discussions was about how to navigate a sustainable future in an 

economically and socially constrained world. More than 200 people attended the two-hour 

conference from ACSFI members’ organizations, the FAO Forestry Technical Network and 

others. The presenters were: 

 

• Mr. Sven Walter, ACSFI Secretary and Team Leader, Forest Products and Statistics, 
Forestry Department, FAO; 

• Mr. Ross Hampton, Vice Chair of the ACSFI and Chief Executive Officer (CEO), 
Australian Forest Products Association; 

• Mr. Derek Nighbor, Chair of the the International Council of Forest and Paper 
Associations (ICFPA) and Chief Executive Officer, Forest Products Association of 
Canada; 

• Mr. David Brand, Chief Executive Officer, New Forests Pty. Ltd. 

• Dr. Mike May, Vice President, Public Affairs, FuturaGene and Suzano; 

• Dr. Jennifer Jenkins, Vice President and Chief Sustainability Officer, Enviva; 

• Mr. Howard Parry-Husbands, Chief Executive Officer, Pollinate; and 

• Ms. Carina Hakansson, ACSFI Chair and Director General of the Swedish Forest 
Industries Federation. 

 
The presentations addressed a range of impacts from the pandemic and the many ways that 

the forest sector can respond effectively. They recognized that the COVID-19 pandemic is 

having a significant impact on all aspects of society and global economies. The pandemic is 

also directly impacting the forest sector. Some of these impacts have been immediate, 

including employees’ health, business closures, supply chain interruptions and changes in 

demand for products and services. Other impacts will continue to occur in the short, medium, 

and longer term as the sector responds. Mr. Hampton noted that “forest products have been 

on the front line” during the pandemic as essential businesses, providing personal protective 

equipment, and other supplies and services, including hygiene and sanitary products, biomass 

for heating, ethanol for sanitizer, respirator paper and packaging for parcels. 

 
As tragic as the COVID-19 pandemic is, the situation also creates unique opportunities to 

consider changes to existing systems and operations. As Mr. Parry-Husbands stated, “society 

is seeing the entire system as the problem.” The challenges created by the pandemic could 

be leveraged to support opportunities for improved collaboration and partnerships. This time 

of crisis could lead to increased targeted action to address sustainable forest-related 

consumption and production patterns and contribute to greater achievement of the 
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). To ensure that the forest sector recovers positively, 

the webinar, hosted by the ACSFI, was an opportunity to share ideas and identify opportunities 

to work in partnership to jointly address the COVID pandemic and build back better. The 

diversity of the forest sector, including its multiple forest ecosystems, products, services, 

economics, and viewpoints, makes the sector resilient but also vulnerable to fragmented 

approaches and divisiveness. Collaboration and coordination, especially in communications 

and messaging, can be one way to address these challenges. 

 
Key insights and recommendations arising from the presentations included: 
 
• A new forest sector will emerge in this decade, built around carbon reporting and 

innovations such as construction (pre-fab, mass timber, etc.), wood fiber packaging 
materials, and diverse green growth opportunities. 

• COVID-19 reaffirms the strengths of forestry as an investment strategy and could lead 
to greater investment interest in the sector. 

• Climate change is expected to be an increasing driver as we design post COVID-19 
policies and operations, addressing, among others, two trends: 

• The role of land use in addressing climate change, including protecting intact lands, 
managing working lands, and restoring native ecosystems; 

• Transitioning to a circular economy, including food systems, energy, products, and 
materials. 

• New leadership models are emerging, including recognition of the effectiveness of 
female leaders, particularly during crisis such as a global pandemic. 

• The forest sector is constrained by competing views of “purists” and “pragmatists” that 
may have a shared commitment to addressing climate change but do not agree on the 
pathway to get there. Leadership in convening and collaboration is needed to 
overcome these divergences. 

• People need to be guided to behavior change and the forest sector could help by 
facilitating target setting, getting and sharing data, and demonstrating the values of 
forests and forest products. 

• “Build Back Better” is a common theme arising from the pandemic and can offer many 
positive opportunities for the forest sector, including: 

➢ Build Back Better Together – this approach includes a collaborative approach of all 
stakeholders concerned, including governments, civil society, academia, development 
partners (including FAO) and the private sector to facilitate collaboration and 
coordination of shared initiatives, and definitions of success that identify gaps and 
address deliverables. 

➢ Build Back Better Informed - this approach includes joint research efforts and actions 
to inform responsible supply and demand systems as well as strategic 
communications. 

➢ Build Back Better with The Ultimate Renewable™ – this approach includes three ways 
for forestry to be a driving force in a post COVID-19 world:   

1. Development and use of robust and shared data on future supply and demand 
in forest products; 

2. Cooperation and collaboration across the forest-related sectors, and;  
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3. Strategic planning to provide an enabling and impact-oriented framework for 
joint and coordinated action. 

 
The speakers recognized the important and unique role of FAO and the ACSFI for informing 

and supporting a strategic response from the forest sector. The FAO is well positioned as an 

information source and facilitator of the necessary international cooperation. FAO also has a 

role in providing clarity on forestry economics, natural climate solutions and offsetting as well 

as regulatory good practices. FAO and ACSFI can be leaders on addressing the alignment 

between SDG 12 – Responsible Consumption and Production, SDG 13 – Climate Change 

and SDG 15 – Life on Land. 

 

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, the forest sector has been recognized as essential and 

there is increased awareness of the importance of the sector for society’s health and 

resiliency. The forest sector has the capacity to respond to the impacts of the pandemic in 

constructive and innovative ways.  The SDGs provide a framework to Build Back Better; 

however, a clear narrative is necessary to change perceptions and define success.  The 

ACSFI can play a crucial role in the next steps by facilitating data agreements, leading 

narrative development, providing a strategic roadmap for green development, and providing 

technical support for the sector.  Through these actions, the forest sector can be a bright light 

in challenging times and ensure the world is better prepared for the future. 

 

  



 
 

 5 

Introduction 

The FAO ACSFI held a webinar on 27 May 2020 addressing the global forest sector in the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Asking how to navigate a sustainable future in an economically and 

socially constrained world, the webinar addressed two main questions:  

1. How should the forest sector and FAO be responding to COVID-19 in the short, 
medium and long term? 

2. How can FAO and the private sector develop opportunities for stronger collaboration 
to effectively promote sustainable forest-related consumption and production patterns 
and contribute to the SDGs in a post COVID-19 world? 

 
More than 200 people attended the 2-hour conference from ACSFI members’ organizations, 

the FAO Forestry Technical Network and others. 

 

Presentation Summaries 

The following sections provide brief summaries of each presentation. 

 

Mr. Sven Walter, Secretary of the ACSFI and Team Leader, Forest Products and 

Statistics, Forestry Department, FAO opened the webinar by welcoming participants and 

speakers. He described briefly the ACSFI as a forum for dialogue and a unique private-sector 

body that provides advice to FAO. He welcomed participants from the ACSFI, its member 

organizations as well as the FAO Forestry Technical Network, which aims to discuss topical 

issues. Mr. Walter announced that a second webinar on similar subjects will be held during 

the week of 22 June 2020 on the theme “Building back better: COVID-19 impacts, forestry 

responses”. He then introduced Mr. Ross Hampton, Vice Chairman of the ACSFI and 

moderator for the webinar. 

 

Mr. Ross Hampton, Vice Chair ACSFI and CEO of the Australian Forest Products 

Association moderated the session. Before introducing the speakers and the two questions 

above, he acknowledged that COVID-19 is a terrible tragedy and paid tribute to front-line 

workers. While a global challenge, the pandemic has brought groups closer together and 

refocused common values. The forest sector has been recognized as essential in our daily 

lives and has been on the front line during the crisis.  

 

Mr. Derek Nighbor, Chair ICFPA, CEO Forest Products Association of Canada said that 

the International Council of Forest and Paper Associations (ICFPA) members represent 28 

countries who are combining efforts during the pandemic. Mr. Nighbor noted that to “build 

back better” means increasing resiliency. A key question is, how can forest products drive 

economic recovery around the world? 
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Mr. David Brand, CEO New Forests Pty. Ltd. introduced his forestry investment company 

and then described COVID-19 impacts in the six countries where it has investments. The focus 

was on recessions in forest sector businesses and he distinguished between weaker, 

backwards-looking businesses, which might not survive post-recession and those well-

positioned companies that were already set for the emergence of a circular bioeconomy. The 

six countries, Australia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, New Zealand and the United States, 

suffered widely different COVID-19 impacts. In some countries forest-related enterprises were 

deemed essential and continued uninterrupted. Others had mandated shutdowns. Market 

demand for most wood and paper products declined and international trade was disrupted. 

He said that now in May 2020 markets were recovering, or even rebounding in some cases, 

for example Chinese softwood. During the crisis, there was a disparity between a rise in 

demand for tissue and packaging paper products versus printing and writing paper. He said 

the severe market disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has had little impact on the 

value of New Forests long-term investments because forests continue growing and 

accumulating value. On another optimistic note, trends present before the pandemic related 

to climate change, sustainable development and circular forest bioeconomy will accelerate 

during the recovery phase. 

 

Mr. Brand presented implications for the forest sector saying that it will benefit from increasing 

interest in climate change and land use. Greenhouse gas emissions can be reduced by 

protecting intact forest and other lands, effective management of timber and croplands, and 

restoring ecosystems. He cited examples of non-forest sector companies establishing net-

zero emission targets for 2050, which will depend heavily on contributions from the circular 

forest bioeconomy. 

 

Mr. Brand concluded by presenting challenges and opportunities for the forest sector in this 

decade. The forest sector has lost six to 12 months of the ongoing process of change, but the 

momentum has not diminished. Companies increasingly report on sustainability, carbon stock 

change and climate change opportunities. Mass timber and pre-fab construction are growing 

faster than traditional wood products. Substitution by wood fiber-based packaging and other 

consumer goods, including hygiene materials may offset the decline in demand for traditional 

paper products. He underlined that investors need information and insight that the FAO could 

provide through their outlook studies. Specifically he asked FAO: 

 

• What is the demand outlook for wood, wood fiber and woody biomass if we go through 
a circular bioeconomy transition? 
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• What is the potential future supply of wood, wood fiber and woody biomass if 
bioeconomy demand rises? Where can this wood fiber be grown sustainably? 

 
He challenged FAO to support developing countries in Natural Climate Solutions (NCS)-led 

green growth, sustainable landscapes and community development because FAO is well-

positioned to lead a bottom up approach. He recommended creation of a roadmap to 2050 

showing the opportunities for the forest sector. 

 
Dr. Mike May, Vice President, Public Affaires, FuturaGene and Suzano, began by 

discussing how the COVID-19 pandemic has had tangible impacts, for example disruption of 

global and increasing importance of local supply chains. The vulnerability of existing supply 

and demand structures was exposed creating a lack of confidence. The pandemic brought 

about the need for international cooperation on multiple fronts and then the consideration of 

the necessities for recovery and afterwards preparedness for the future. Systemic approaches 

brought together science, environment, and health. The crisis had aftershocks on food 

security, employment and migration. The role of government is emerging, including a need for 

international cooperation and recognition of female leadership impacts. There have been 

intangible impacts too, for example systems’ failures, the need for quality information, building 

of trust and a sense of community. He asked “how do we translate into action the fact that 

human health is linked to environmental health”? 

 

Dr. May proposed that FAO helps building back better together by coordinating post-COVID-

19 initiatives across the entire forest stakeholder base. There is also the opportunity to build 

back better informed through joint research to create a clear vision on sustainable supply and 

restrained, responsible demand. He called for development of a strategic communication 

narrative saying the forest sector has a fantastic story to tell. COVID-19 gave a stronger 

awareness of necessity of forest products. Success depends on balancing sustainable 

production with sustainable consumption. 

 

He said the roles for FAO are to use its global convening power to build consensus with other 

UN bodies, industry and civil society under the guiding framework of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). Dr. May concluded by advocating that FAO and the private 

sector take leadership on creating a knowledge base upon which to build forest sector 

decisions, building a management plan for delivering success and promoting cross-

stakeholder cohesion and optimization of resources. 

 
Dr. Jennifer Jenkins, Vice President and Chief Sustainability Officer, Enviva described 

her company as the world’s largest producer of energy pellets. She called the rapidly growing 
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market for wood pellets as a low-cost solution to substitute for coal. In citing the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the role that bioenergy with carbon 

capture and storage (BECCS) contributes to a 1.5-degree target for global warming, she 

promoted using “good” biomass. Good biomass comes from low-value wood from mill or forest 

harvesting residues, not from higher value forest resources. Furthermore, good biomass 

comes from a region where forest carbon stocks are stable, where harvesting practices 

safeguard biodiversity and where the forest is returned to forest after harvest. She said that 

often people agree on these goals, but purists and pragmatists have different approaches. 

And that is where she proposed action for FAO. 

 

FAO can support facilitating stakeholder consensus because it is an independent, trusted 

source of information and analysis. Because of FAO’s attributes, she called on it to provide 

clarity on forest economics, natural climate solutions and offsetting and regulatory good 

practices. Dr. Jenkins posed the question about how to achieve sustainable forest 

management and the SDGs. Her company sees a challenge in matching the amount of 

harvesting with a sustainable market demand, and she said that supply and demand of forest 

products are not well understood within the forest sector. The ACSFI has a role in reconciling 

SDG 12 – Responsible Consumption and Production, SDG 13 – Climate Change and SDG 

15 – Life on Land. There needs to be a balance between carbon storage in forest products 

and product extraction. She requested FAO to develop practical measuring and monitoring 

systems, including for harvested wood products. FAO can bring stakeholders together for 

consensus on good regulatory practices and to create guidelines on how the sustainable 

consumption and production of forest products and contribute to achieve the SDGs. FAO 

should disseminate them through effective communication. Dr. Jenkins closed by saying that 

biomass and a circular bioeconomy are key to the post COVID-19 world.  

 

Mr. Howard Parry-Husbands, CEO Pollinate, titled his presentation “Building a shared 

narrative for all forests for a better future”. He said society expects business activity to align 

with its values and goals. He asked “How can a business be a force for good and build a better 

sustainable environment and society?” During the COVID-19 pandemic, health and economy 

concerns peaked, but environmental concerns remained high. Despite being associated with 

a wide range of conflicts, forestry offers diverse opportunities and natural solutions. 

 

He said the COVID-19 pandemic impacts forest economy, society and ecology, but forestry 

can also drive reconstruction. COVID-19 has created the opportunity for forestry to position 

itself as a driving force to transform society for the better. To build a better future there needs 

to be: 
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1. Data that is robust, consistent, timely, comparable and, most importantly, shared; 

2. Cooperation and he quoted, “If you want to fast, go alone, if you want to go far, go 
together.” 

3. Strategic planning that facilitates change of perceptions and practices and provides a 
sustainability framework; 

4. Communication of the achievement of actionable goals, i.e. measurement and evaluation 
of specific activities and a narrative (“the story to be told”). 

 

FAO could globally coordinate these needs, and the bottom line is that there is urgency to act 

in this moment that will not last. 

 

Question and answer period 

Following the presentations there was a short discussion period. Mr. Hampton moderated the 

session and stated the time to act is in weeks and months, not years. He posed the opening 

questions concerning the timing of the opportunities and the urgency to return to normal. He 

asked if people want to go back to pre-COVID-19 state, or go forward building the future.  

 

Panelists, i.e. the speakers, responded that COVID-19 presents an opportunity to re-evaluate 

what is important. They highlighted that 

• Announcements by non-forest sector companies, e.g., energy and technology 
companies, that they are committed to become carbon-neutral by 2050, means that 
the forest sector is central to enable these commitments; 

• The sector needs to create a global business model for wide-ranging economic 
benefits;  

• Current, reliable and available data is part of the answer to identify sustained capacity 
between production and carbon sequestration; 

• Many issues previously taken for granted are now at the forefront, e.g., biodiversity; 

• The forest sector deserves recognition for being essential; 

• COVID-19 has changed us and there’s now momentum to create a better world. But 
will behavioral change last? 

• There is currently a global leadership gap to build back better.  

 

At the end of the discussion session, Mr. Hampton thanked all panelists for their insights. He 

stressed that FAO has roles in communication, convening, and data collection and analysis. 

As companies strive towards carbon-neutrality, they turn to the forest sector as part of the 

solution. But can our sector support this? He summarized that the over-arching message 

today is that we need to do it together to build a post-COVID world. 
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Concluding remarks 

Ms. Carina Hakansson, ACSFI Chair and Director General of the Swedish Forest 

Industries Federation offered concluding remarks for the session. After thanking the 

panelists, moderator and the ACSFI secretariat for the interesting and informative webinar, 

she underlined that the forest sector has capacity to respond to impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic. She said the sector has provided products and services during the pandemic and 

it can continue to do so. However, the forest sector needs to define clear sustainable and 

measurable solutions, which can only be done by working together within and outside the 

forest sector.  

 

Working together is a strength of the FAO and its ACSFI. FAO is known for independence in 

data collection and analysis. The ACSFI provides guidance to FAO on sustainable production 

and consumption patterns, on communication to stakeholders and on what data is required to 

build back better. Forests and forest products are resilient and renewable and contribute to a 

future based on the SDGs. Finally, she advocated for the development of a roadmap for green 

growth of sustainable supply and demand underlining that FAO can help to do so, but would 

need intellectual and financial inputs. 

 


