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ABSTRACT

The world’s prevalent economic model, based on a ‘take-make-use-dispose’ approach, cannot maintain and raise human 
standards of living without causing environmental degradation and incurring economic risks. Decoupling economic 
activity from the increasing demand for natural resources could be done through circular, bio-based economy 
approaches leading to a regenerative growth model, allowing humankind to reduce its environmental footprint on the planet. 

The forest sector, situated in both the biological and technical cycles of a circular economy, is well suited to embrace a 
circular, bio-based economic model. However, challenges in the overall circularity of forest-based value chains persist as 
a result of the sector’s traditional means of operation. 

To ensure the sustainability of the forest-based value chains, continuous consideration and coordination of circularity 
at all stages of the value chains are needed. A viable starting point for this is with the principles of sustainable forest 
management (SFM), following by the optimized cascading use of wood at every production stage and concluding with 
the recovery of post-consumer wood at the end of value chains.

This study analyses the existing and possible limitations to circular approaches in forest-based industries, namely the 
woodworking industry (focusing on sawn wood processing, bioenergy production and wood in construction), the furniture 
industry, the paper and pulp industry as well as industry using cellulose-based fibres and cellulose-based plastics.

The analysis provides evidence that not all circular approaches are sustainable under all circumstances. In some cases, 
the focus on circularity may cause environmental externalities, in other cases, it may not guarantee economic viability. 
While the transition to a circular, bio-based economy can be facilitated by a legislator, the process will need to develop 
organically, based on the location of industries, proximity to available (waste) resources and consumer preferences.
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Foreword

FOREWORD

The year 2020 gave birth to a new reality that most of the world had not previously imagined and that most societies were 
ill-prepared for. Covid-19 held a magnifying glass to the globe’s economic, social and environmental fabric and revealed 
its fragility, caused at least in part by harmful economic practices impacting human health, biodiversity loss and driving 
climate change. These damaging patterns of economic activity, such as the unsustainable use of natural resources, were 
sobering indicators of human society’s unsatisfactory progress towards achieving global sustainability.

While economic and social recovery from the COVID-19 crisis is possible, for such a recovery to be durable and resilient, 
returning to ‘business as usual’ is not a viable option. Continuing to see human health and activity in isolation from nature, 
ecosystems and animal health is fraught with danger. Enduring environmental crises are causing, and will continue to 
cause, social and economic damage more profound than that incurred by COVID-19. To avoid this, planning for the world’s 
economic recovery needs to be done using a sustainable model that allows us to “build back better”. 

The COVID-19 crisis, while traumatizing and tragic for so many, is also an opportunity that we should not miss. The recovery 
policies being realized should aim to trigger investment and behavioural changes that will reduce the likelihood and 
severity of future health, economic and environmental shocks while increasing society’s resilience to them when they 
do occur. Central to this approach is a focus on human well-being and reconnection with the broad interplay of natural 
processes at work around the globe. 

More specifically and in the context of this study, forest-derived biomass has for centuries been an important raw material 
for the global economy. Being both widely available and renewable serves to heighten its importance, however, both of 
these positives will remain only if forests are sustainably managed. Woodworking industries have made progress in this 
regard by being genuinely committed to sustainable forest management, and not only because their industry depends 
on this natural resource. Today, forest sector activities rely on large volume flows of wood as a commodity, with the 
sector’s innovation efforts focusing on raw material productivity and optimization of production processes. From both 
the economic and environmental points of view, these strategies have been successful and align well with the principles 
of a circular bioeconomy.

Nevertheless, in the context of the “green recovery”, the forest sector stands on the cusp of a new opportunity – one that 
would allow an enhanced role for wood manufacturing and create new jobs in many economies. Being a strategic provider 
of a key resource to many forest-based industries, the forest sector can play a central role in the successful implementation 
of many post-COVID recovery policies focusing on a circular bioeconomy.

With this publication we want to contribute to a better understanding of what circularity means for forest-based industries, 
what its limitations are and what is needed to make circularity sustainable and economically viable in these industries 
in the long term. 

Vladimir Rakhmanin 

Assistant Director-General
Regional Representative for Europe and Central Asia

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

Olga Algayerova

Under-Secretary General of the United Nations
Executive Secretary

United Nations Commission for Europe
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