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SEMAFOR    
System for the Evaluation of the Management of Forests 

Forests play an essential role in achieving sustainable development, green economy and poverty 

eradication. They are the key land ecosystem ensuring the preservation of biodiversity and they are an 

important source of renewable materials. Therefore, forests are essential to both sustainable development 

and related Sustainable Development Goals.  

The UNECE/FAO Forestry and Timber Section has been collecting statistical information related to forests 

and has contributed to regional and global forest resources assessments since 1948. The section has 

developed an extensive system of monitoring and evaluation of all aspects related to the state of forests, 

wood resources, forest functions and services, forest products and markets and sustainable forest 

management. It works with partners in countries, international organisations and the scientific community to 

collect information according to agreed standards and criteria, improve the quality of information, notably by 

ensuring international comparability, storing, analysing and disseminating the information and helping 

countries to strengthen their capacity in this area. The general regional overviews of results have been 

provided in regular publications and detailed country related data communicated to them also on an 

individual basis.  

The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), held in Rio de Janeiro in 

1992, set guiding principles for sustainable forest management. Chapter 11 of Agenda 21, adopted at the 

conference, confirmed member States’ commitment to manage forests sustainably including the need for 

"formulating scientifically sound criteria and guidelines for the management, conservation and sustainable 

development of all types of forests." Since then several processes on criteria and indicators for SFM have 

emerged (including e.g. Montréal Process and MCPFE-Forest Europe covering countries in the ECE 

region). 

The development of Criteria and Indicators under MCPFE significantly influenced the UNECE/FAO 

reporting, which before the mid-1990s had focused on forest area and productive aspects of forest 

management. Currently the reporting covers all pillars of sustainable forest management and includes most 

of SFM indicators. Information is organized according to the internationally agreed sets of criteria and 

indicators of sustainable forest management, and there is coordination of data collection between 

UNECE/FAO, international agencies and regional indicator processes.  

However, efforts at a global or pan-European level to assess the sustainability of forest management at the 

national level have used rather simple methods and delivered limited results for a number of reasons, 

including the difficulty of defining sustainability in quantified objective ways and the diversity of situations 

which make it difficult to establish comparable norms which can be applied in many countries.  Basing on 

the results and experienced collected through the past assessment, since 2011, UNECE/FAO has been 

developing, with national and international experts, a new method to assess the sustainability of forest 

management in ECE member States. This experimental method, is being applied on a pilot basis in 

2014/2015 

The System for the Evaluation of the Management of Forests SEMAFOR is being developed to report in an 

interactive way on sustainability of forest management at the pan-European level. The method which is 

based on data collected by the current reporting system intends to provide a scientific and transparent 

system of accountability.  



The system aims to report on the sustainability of forest management at the national or subnational
1
 level.  

It aims to answer two questions: 1) what are the areas of concern with regard to sustainability (in a 

given country)? 2) how are the areas of concern (in a given country) being addressed now? It also 

aims to identify strong and weak aspects of a given country’s situation with regard to sustainable forest 

management, on an objective basis, helping national policy makers to compare their situation with that of 

other countries and undertake corrective measures, if necessary.   

The process of analysis and assessment used in this method will include the following stages: 

 

 SEMAFOR builds on the section’s experience in monitoring and evaluation of forest functions and 

sustainable forest management developed over the last 15 years. It is currently in the phase of pilot 

implementation and is using the information collected through the current UNECE/FAO/Forest Europe 

reporting process 2015.  

The UN Secretary General mandated the Regional Commissions to play a significant role in developing 

accountability mechanisms for the post-2015 agenda. In this context the work of the joint UNECE/FAO 

Forestry and Timber Section may have an important role to play in designing an accountability mechanism, 

based on existing forest criteria and indicators including data collection, evaluation and dissemination. Such 

a mechanism could serve as an example in monitoring the implementation of forest related SDGs to other 

goals and targets as well as to other regions.  

For more information please contact Mr Roman Michalak at roman.michalak@unece.org 

                                                           
1
 For instance in provinces or autonomous regions which have responsibility for forest policy. It is not applicable at the level of 

counties, communes or forest management units. 

Regional synthesis; presenting and analysing the national situations, including countries’ responses to the 
warning levels, in an objective and transparent way, for the attention of policy makers 

Response by national correspondents, who will be asked to respond to the warning levels, and answer on: 

Accuracy of information: Are the data 
correct?  Has the latest analysis 
uncovered data related problems which 
were not previously apparent? 

Background and context: Are there specific 
circumstances which indicate that there is no 

need to be concerned even though the 
standard warning levels have been 

exceeded?  If so, what is the background and 
explanation? 

Policy response: if concern 
about an indicator is justified, what 

measures are being taken or 
planned to address the issue? 

Direct communication with national correspondents  to initiate the dialogue on areas where measured values 
surpassed the warning levels 

Analysis of data: calculation of assessment and context indicators, identification of cases where warning 
levels have been exceeded. 

Data collection by officially nominated country correspondents on 35 quantitative and 17 qualitative pan-
European indicators negotiated and endorsed by the Fourth Ministerial Conference in Vienna in 2003 (in 

progress) 

Agreement on 17 "assessment indicators" taken from the pan-European set, and of warning levels which 
might indicate there is an area of concern about sutainability. These are "size-neutral", to enable objective 

comparisons between very different countries. "Context" and "Background" indicators are also identified (done) 


