
James P Barton’s1 comments on: 

Integrated programme of work on forests and timber of the  
UNECE Timber Committee and the FAO European Forestry 
Commission 

The comments which follow are addressed at the questions as posed in the “Invitation 
to Contribute” letter as received by e-mail on 28 November 2003.  They follow the 
sequence of questions in the letter. 

  
Question 1: What should be the strategic objective of the integrated programme of 
the UNECE Timber Committee and the FAO European Forestry Commission, taking 
account of the needs of the region, inputs from other actors in the area, and the 
comparative advantages of the two partners? 
Comments: In my view the strategic objective for the integrated programme needs to 
strongly correlate to where the Timber Committee and the European Forestry 
Commission have clearly identified added-value contributions to make which are not 
being undertaken by any other pan-Europe or International agency. From my remote 
New Zealand perspective implementing this strategic objective clearly appears to 
strongly be the case for Work Area 1: Markets and Statistics for within Europe and 
especially with the countries in transition and in Work Area 2: Forest Resource 
Assessment for the industrialised countries of the ECE region and the three non-ECE 
largely temperate industrialised countries (Australia, Japan and New Zealand) who 
have participated in the TBFRA programme since 1990.  I believe that in Work Area 
3: European Forest sector Outlook Studies the Timber Committee does have some 
contribution to make but I temper this by noting that other institutes (such as the 
European Forest Institute or the OECD) may be better positioned and resourced to 
progress the Outlook Studies at a quicker pace than what appears to be happening 
with the current EFSOS.  I would question whether the Timber Committee does has a 
comparative advantage with Work Area 4: Technology, Management and Training 
and I have seen little output from this work area over the years I have been associated 
with ECE Timber Section.  The information dissemination role undertaken by the 
ECE Timber Committee following the December 1999 windstorms may fall within 
this work area and from afar, I was impressed with the media releases that were 
electronically distributed at the time and the information they conveyed. In Work 
Area 5: Policy and Cross-sectoral issues I do consider that the ECE Timber 
Committee has some comparative advantages and should maintain resources to ensure 
that it can contribute expertise here, especially in monitoring developments in the 
countries in transition and with the global dialogue on forests.  So, in essence the 
Strategic Objective doesn’t need to depart too much from the current one but should 
focus on playing to the strengths of the present arrangements: namely being seen as a 
neutral forum for European forestry issues and noting strongly that the countries 
which make up the ECE include most of the developed temperate and boreal forested 
countries which come within Annex I to the UNFCCC. 

                                                 
1 These comments are submitted by an individual who has had considerable contact with the 
UNECE/FAO Timber Section since 1996 as a member of the Team of Specialists for the TBFRA 
Forest Resources Assessment and as the designated National Correspondent for New Zealand in the 
TBFRA2000. 



 

Question 2: What major work areas should be covered by the integrated programme 
of work? 

Comments: My comments made to Question 1 would indicate that the integrated 
programme of work should primarily focus on Work Areas 1, 2 and 5 with some 
scaling back or reduction of efforts in Work Areas 3 and 4. 

 

Question 3: What should be its main activities and outputs, taking account of the 
strategic objective and availability of resources? 

Comments: The main outputs should be the timely dissemination of neutral and 
authoritative quantitative information from activities relating to data collection and 
analysis in the forestry sectors of the ECE and other industrialised countries in the 
temperate and boreal regions.  This information must meet the highest possible 
standards associated with international best practice so that it provides leadership to 
other regional forestry commissions. Whether the Timber Committee needs to involve 
itself with analysis and tracking the evolution of ECE country’s forestry policies is a 
moot point but if by doing so this ensures balanced views come through at other 
international levels such as the UN Forum on Forestry retaining capacity here will 
help facilitate the global dialogue on forests. 

 

Question 4: What methods of work should it employ? 

Comments: The convening of special topic workshops seems to me to be a very useful 
device for building common understandings and enthusiasms amongst countries in the 
region. I note a recent one on Close to Nature Forestry as an example of this. In my 
experience the exemplary way in which the ToS for TBFRA operated was a positive 
example of how people from different countries and forestry backgrounds can work 
together for the common good.  I would strongly support continuing to utilise a ToS 
mechanism for some of the  work areas.  Electronic dissemination of information via a 
well-maintained web-site must be a priority.   

 

Question 5: What resources should it aim to mobilise, and how? 

Comments: Inevitably most of the resources will be within the countries themselves.  
The key for the ECE Timber Committee is to serve as a catalyst so that countries 
involve themselves actively in the information process.  This means arranging the 
work programmes so that host countries will contribute expertise and facilities.  I 
note, for example, that countries themselves benefit from hosting or providing 
resources. 

 

Question 6: Is its formal structure (mandates, permanent bodies etc.) adapted to the 
needs? 



Comments: I believe the formal structure is still serving its purpose but may need 
some updating to reflect changes in other institutions. 

 

Question 7: How should its success be measured and monitoring and self-
evaluation be implemented? 

Comments: Each year the Timber Committee members need to spend a day reviewing 
how the work programme has progressed since their last meeting and the outputs from 
it.  Some external review (perhaps from another agency) could also be sought at this 
time.  The Secretariat staff should also be encouraged to speak on what worked well 
and what hasn’t progressed as well as intended.  This may reveal some of the resource 
constraints and the needs for re-allocation of functions. 
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