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Several international policy processes with sustainable forest management (SFM) as a
common goal have emerged during the past two decades. Based on an empirical study from
Norway, this paper analyses the role of subjective judgments in assessing national compli-
ance with three international forest policy processes, and the implications for determination
of the effects of these processes. The Expanded Programme of Work on Forest Biological
Diversity, the Ministerial Conference on the Protection of Forests in Europe and the United
Nations Forum on Forests, including its predecessors, collectively provide more than 600
recommendations for SEFM. While it is nothing new that SFM encompasses value questions,
this paper is a systematic review of where in a process of assessing national compliance
the role of judgments is most profound. The paper shows that the multiple objectives of the
forest recommendations, references to national circumstances and provisions for stakeholder
involvement lead to differing opinions about the degree of conformity between international
recommendations and national situation, i.e. compliance. These differing opinions mean
different prospects for the international processes to have effects, because only implementa-
tion, or active responses to international recommendations, constitutes effects. The roles of
judgments and values are recommended topics for further investigation. Factors influencing
how compliance is assessed, and consequently the degree to which implementation is deemed
necessary, require specific attention. Due consideration to substantive and methodological
choices in determining national changes and in separation of other sources of influence will
provide a better basis for informed discussion of compliance with and effects of international
forest-related policy processes.

Key words sustainable forest management, multiple objectives, implementation,
participatory process

Addresses Norwegian University of Life Sciences, Dept of Ecology and Natural Resource
Management, As, Norway

E-mail berit.lindstad @umb.no

Received 8 September 2008 Revised 8 December 2009 Accepted 11 December 2009
Avdilable at http://www.metla.fi/silvafennica/full/sf44/sf441177.pdf

177



Silva Fennica 44(1), 2010

research articles

1 Introduction

During the past two decades, an increasing
number of regional and global policy processes
have emerged with sustainable forest manage-
ment (SFM) as a common goal. The processes are
time and resource demanding, and their value has
been discussed extensively by researchers, envi-
ronmentalists and the forest sector generally (e.g.
Persson 2005, Humphreys 2006). The broader
topic of this paper is whether international recom-
mendations make any difference to national forest
policies, and how potential influences at national
level can be determined.

This endeavour is guided by an extensive
literature on international cooperation dealing
with enforcement of international commitments
and recommendations (e.g. Miles et al. 2002,
Underdal and Hanf 2000). This regime literature
distinguishes between “passive” compliance and
“active” implementation of international recom-
mendations, and stresses that for national changes
to be considered effects of international processes
they have to be active responses to an international
agreement or process (Underdal 2002). The litera-
ture also recognizes the complexity in enforcing
international agreements, involving interlinked
and partly subsequent phases and often a variety
of societal actors (see, e.g. Underdal 1998). It is
generally acknowledged that differing national
circumstances lead to different needs and ways of
putting commitments into practice (e.g.Victor et
al. 1998). It is further recognized that evaluation
of the effects of international regimes depends
on the reference point and metric for evalua-
tion (Underdal 2002), and can be influenced by
analysts’ judgments (Underdal 2002). Regimes
with ambiguous or multiple objectives constitute
a special case, where performance depends criti-
cally on values embedded in the evaluation; for
example, economic benefit versus protection for
the International Whaling Convention, as dis-
cussed by Andresen (2002) and Underdal (2002).
Judgments in policy analysis in general, and pos-
sible ways of dealing with them, are elaborated by
Fischer and Forester (1987), among others.

In this paper, we focus on the opportunity to
interpret recommendations of the international
forest policy processes and differing understand-
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ings of the national situation compared to the
recommendations. Our ambition is to explore how
and where analysts’ and stakeholders’ judgments
are involved when assessing national degree of
compliance, and based on this discuss issues that
need further work in order to determine the effects
of forest-related policy processes. The first objec-
tive is to analyse, based on an empirical study
from Norway, the role of subjective judgments
in assessing national compliance with policy rec-
ommendations derived from three international
forest policy processes. The second is to explore
implications of the findings from the first objec-
tive for how effects of international forest-related
policy processes can be determined. The proc-
esses of concern are the Convention of Biological
Diversity (CBD) with its Expanded Programme
of Work on Forest Biological Diversity, the Min-
isterial Conference on the Protection of Forests in
Europe (MCPFE) and the United Nations Forum
on Forests (UNFF), including its predecessors,
the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF) and
the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF).
Collectively, these processes provide more than
600 recommendations for SFM.

Studies on national compliance with IPF/IFF
in Austria have been reported by Piilzl and Ram-
etsteiner (2002) and Piilzl (2002), and compli-
ance with CBD and IPF/IFF by Piilzl (2003).
The empirical study in Norway builds on their
approach, but differs particularly regarding how
stakeholders were invited to provide input in the
different stages of the study, as well as in a public
hearing on the final report (see below). Stake-
holder involvement is instrumental in revealing
differing opinions on how international recom-
mendations should be interpreted and how the
national situation compares with international
recommendations. As shown in the following,
these diverse opinions of national compliance can
also have implications for how the effects of inter-
national forest policy processes are evaluated.

The paper is structured as follows: First, the cen-
tral concepts are defined, followed by an outline
of the international forest-related processes con-
sidered and the working modalities for the Norwe-
gian assessment providing the empirical basis for
the paper. The results are reported and discussed
in two parts corresponding to the stated objectives.
Finally, the main conclusions are drawn.
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2 Material and Methods

2.1 Central concepts

By “forest processes” we mean the three proc-
esses mentioned above, i.e. two global processes
and one European. These provide decisions and
recommendations addressing national authorities,
private sectors and non-governmental organi-
sations as well as international organisations.
In focus here are recommendations requiring
follow-up by member states within and outside
individual countries and referred to as national
and international aspects, respectively. The term
“recommendations” is used for proposals for
actions, activities and decisions provided by the
processes, signalling that the recommendations
belong to so-called soft-law with no formal legal
implications.

“Subjective judgment” is used as a comprehen-
sive term encompassing assessments where opin-
ions (may) differ, based on basic values, interests
and/or strategic reasoning by different individu-
als/groups. Influences of judgments are elaborated
in relation to how the recommendations can be
interpreted and also in relation to the degree
of conformity assessed between actual national
situation and the international recommendation.
Examples of differing opinions, or judgments, are
provided from a study of Norwegian compliance
with international forest policy recommendations
as well as from the public hearing on this study. In
the commissioned study, judgments made by the
analysts conducting the study are predominant,
but they are also influenced by inputs provided
by stakeholders. The two responses to the public
hearing exemplify the different judgments of one
forest owner’s organisation and one environmental
organisation, respectively. While sketchily dealt
with in this paper, analysts’ and national stake-
holders’ value judgments are identified as an issue
requiring attention when determining compliance
with and implementation of international forest
recommendations.

As briefly touched upon in the introduction, the
regime literature distinguishes between compli-
ance and implementation. Compliance can be
defined as “act in accordance with, and fulfilment
of”” an agreement (Underdal 1998). There is no

assumption of causality between the provisions
of agreements and compliance, as countries may
comply with the agreements without introducing
new activities or changes. Implementation, on the
other hand, is used for activities carried out with
the intention of meeting the commitments intro-
duced by an agreement; for example, “the process
by which intent gets translated into action” (Victor
et al. 1998). Implementation implies causal links
between agreements and activities. Separating
compliance and implementation is thus neces-
sary when evaluating the effects of international
recommendations, as only actively implemented
activities classify as effects of agreements. A
central argument in this paper is that the regime
literature can give new insight into the level of
enforcement and the possible effects of interna-
tional forest policy processes. The intention is to
elaborate on how subjective judgments can affect
evaluation of national compliance with interna-
tional forest policy recommendations, and, then,
implications of this for effects attributed to the
international forest-related processes.

2.2 Brief Account of the International Forest
Policy Processes

This section is a brief presentation of the policy
processes considered in the Norwegian assess-
ment of national compliance, with a focus on the
objectives and provisions for national sovereignty
over forest resources.

The United Nations Forest Process

Since the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in
1992, negotiations on forests have continued in
different policy-rounds within the UN framework.
The United Nations forest process is a common
term for the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests
(IPF) (from 1995 to 1997), the Intergovernmental
Forum on Forests (IFF) (from 1997 to 2000) and
the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF)
(ongoing since 2001). The objective of the UNFF
is “to promote the management, conservation and
sustainable development of all types of forests and
to strengthen long-term political commitments to
this end” (United Nations 2001: iii). Among its
purposes is promoting follow-up of internation-
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ally agreed actions on forests at national, regional
and global levels, including the outcomes of the
preceding IPF and IFF. In total, the IPF and IFF
processes have resulted in approximately 270
proposals for action (United Nations, undated).
In addition, by 2004 (when the study was con-
ducted in Norway) the UNFF had approved 10
resolutions containing approximately 100 recom-
mendations.

Generally, proposals for action from the IPF,
IFF and UNFF are rather vague, often including
the terms “as appropriate” or “if needed”. Accord-
ing to the UNFF plan of action, “countries will set
their own national priorities, targets and timeta-
bles” for the follow-up of IPF/IFF proposals for
action (United Nations 2001, p. 11).

The Expanded Programme of Work on Forest
Biological Diversity

Forest biodiversity is a thematic programme under
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).
The Convention is legally binding on countries
that have ratified it, while the Expanded Pro-
gramme of Work on Forest Biological Diversity
belongs to soft law and does not require approval
by national legislative power. The forest work
programme approved by the sixth Conference of
Parties in 2002 constitutes a broad set of goals,
objectives and 130 activities aimed at “conserva-
tion of forest biodiversity, sustainable use of its
components and the fair and equitable sharing of
the benefits arising from the utilization of forest
genetic resources” (CBD 2002: Introductory text
on the Expanded Programme of Work on Forest
Biological Diversity).

The sovereign rights and responsibilities of
countries over their forests and the biodiversity
within them are emphasised in the work pro-
gramme, which: “[r]ecognizes that Parties should
implement the expanded programme of work on
forest biological diversity in the context of their
national priorities and needs. Activities imple-
mented domestically by Parties will be prioritized
based on country and regionally specific needs,
national determination, legislation, circumstances
and priorities concerning forest-related issues,
and their national forest and biodiversity strate-
gies” (CBD 2002, Paragraph 11).
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The Ministerial Conference on the Protection
of Forests in Europe

The Ministerial Conference on the Protection of
Forests in Europe (MCPFE) is a high-level coop-
eration of European countries and the European
Community addressing “‘the most important issues
on forests and forestry. It declares recommenda-
tions in favour of the protection and sustain-
able management of forests in Europe” (MCPFE
2006). Launched in 1990, it is a continuing proc-
ess based on a chain of Ministerial Conferences
and follow-up expert meetings, linked to global
and other regional processes and initiatives deal-
ing with forest issues. By 2004, four Ministerial
conferences had agreed on 17 resolutions and one
declaration containing more than 120 recommen-
dations. Depending on national relevance of the
resolutions and declarations, individual countries
choose which to sign.

2.3 Data: The Norwegian Assessment of
National Compliance

The empirical basis for this paper encompasses
a study!) of Norwegian compliance with recom-
mendations from the three forest processes (Lind-
stad et al. 2004) and two selected submissions to
a public hearing? on the final report of the study
(Norges Naturvernforbund 2005, Norges Sko-
geierforbund 2005). Many of the recommenda-
tions from the forest processes make reference to
national context and call for public participation.
In Norway, this was taken to mean that a process
with broad participation of relevant stakehold-
ers, revealing differing opinions, would be the
most appropriate approach towards evaluating
national compliance with the international rec-
ommendations. In the following, selected details
are given on how the Norwegian assessment was

D The study was commissioned by the Norwegian Ministry of Agricul-
ture and Food, and conducted in a participatory process by a team of
analysts at the Norwegian University of Life Sciences from December
2003 to August 2004. The report, in Norwegian, can be found at:
http://www.umb.no/ina/publikasjoner/fagrapport/if04.pdf.

2 Submissions, in Norwegian, to the public hearing on the final
report (Lindstad et al. 2004) from October 2004 to January 2005
can be found at: http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/Imd/dok/Horinger/
Horingsdokumenter/2004/Horing-Horing-av-rapport-med-analyse-
av-norsk-oppfolging-av-internasjonale-beslutninger-og-anbefalinger.
html?id=96559
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conducted, including systems for public involve-
ment in the process.

In accordance with the terms of reference of
the study commissioned by the Ministry of Agri-
culture and Food, the methodology used in the
national assessment followed the structure sug-
gested by Piilzl and Rametsteiner (2002) and by
Piilzl (2002, 2003). The assessment was con-
ducted in three stages: interpretation and aggrega-
tion of international recommendations, mapping
of Norwegian activities related to the recommen-
dations and analysis of the gaps between interna-
tional recommendations and national activities.
In the first stage, decisions and recommendations
from the three processes were examined jointly,
and merged and simplified while retaining refer-
ences to the original documents for transparency.
According to the terms of reference of the Min-
istry, the recommendations were classified under
16 thematic elements recommended by UNFF
(United Nations 2001). Classification was based
on an implementation guide for the IPF and IFF
proposals for action, which included reference
to the CBD Expanded Programme of Work on
Forest Biological Diversity (Australia and World
Bank 2003). The team of analysts made some
minor adjustments in the framework to include
decisions from MCPFE and to adjust to the Nor-
wegian situation.

A working draft presenting the recommenda-
tions translated to national context by the analysts
was put out for public review and inviting national
stakeholders to give an opinion on the classifica-
tions before proceeding in the process.

In the second stage, policies and activities with
relevance to the sub-elements identified in the
first stage of the study were mapped by the ana-
lysts through publicly available documents and
web pages, as well as through interviews with
stakeholders and their written comments. Infor-
mation on ongoing and planned activities was
provided by broad groups of forest stakeholders:
public authorities and private organisations, repre-
sentatives from environmental organisations and
forest-owners’ organisations, and so on.

The third stage, the gap analysis, compared the
international recommendations classified in the
first stage with the policies and activities mapped
in the second. National status was assessed with
respect to the national and international aspects

(cf. above) of the 16 thematic elements. The ana-
lysts identified apparent gaps based on consistent
consideration of the recommendations as well as
on the situation, policies and ongoing activities
in Norway. The degree of compliance, i.e. the
consistency between recommendations and status,
was then assessed and determined in accordance
with the following scores™:

Degree of Consistency between recommendations
compliance and national status and plans
Full All substantial aspects of
the recommendations are fully dealt with
Largely One or more, but not all, substantial
aspects of the recommendations are
fully dealt with
Partly Some of the substantial aspects of

the recommendations are partly dealt with
Recommendations will be addressed in
future or ongoing processes
Recommendations not addressed

In preparation

Not addressed

* In the terms of reference and Piilzl (2002, 2003), implementation
is used instead of compliance, reflecting how ‘implementation’ in
the forest processes has a broader meaning, not restricted to ‘activi-
ties intended at follow-up of international recommendations’, cf.
Victor et al. (1998).

Stakeholders were invited to give their opinions
on the preliminary results in the third stage at a
seminar and on a draft report as direct responses
and in writing, respectively. The team of analysts
made its final assessment of the degree of consist-
ency between the international recommendations
and the situation in Norway (Lindstad et al. 2004,
footnote 1).

The final report from the analysts was put out
for public review by the Ministry of Agriculture
and Food, i.e. inviting stakeholders’ opinions
of the analysis and conclusions on the national
situation versus the international forest-related
recommendations. Responses to the hearing were
made publicly available on the Ministry’s web
page (cf. footnote 2), and constitute the second
part of the empirical basis of this paper.
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3 Results and Discussion

3.1 The Role of Judgments in Assessing
National Compliance with International
Recommendations

In this section, the roles of subjective judgments
at different stages of the Norwegian assessment
of national status versus international recommen-
dations are explored: first, the roles of judgments
at different stages in the study commissioned by
the Ministry of Agriculture and Food. To further
illustrate different judgments when assessing
compliance, two submissions to the public hear-
ing on the final report from the study — presenting
conflicting opinions — are included. In Section
3.2, implications of the judgments when assessing
national compliance with the recommendations
are considered for how the effects of international
forest-related policy processes are evaluated.

The Commissioned Norwegian Study

Starting with the Norwegian study, the first
stage, interpretation and aggregation, left room
for judgments on how the international recom-
mendations were to be translated to the national
situation. More than 600 recommendations from
the three processes were translated into 98 sub-
elements in 16 given thematic elements (cf. Sec-
tion 2.3) merging overlapping recommendations
and prioritising recommendations of relevance in
the Norwegian context.

Interpretation in a national context was com-
plicated by the high number of recommendations
from the three forest processes and the open invi-
tation for stakeholder participation. For national
stakeholders to fully consider the classification
and aggregation would require a complete over-
view of all the decisions and recommendations,
including the complexity of the negotiation lan-
guage. At this stage of the assessment process
different stakeholders could be expected to have
diverging opinions because of the different pri-
orities given to the numerous recommendations.
However, few inputs were received to the clas-
sification of sub-elements and recommendations,
which could imply either that stakeholders did not
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have resources to check this rather tedious work
thoroughly, or that the classification was less con-
troversial than other elements in the study.

The analysts acknowledged that use of a clas-
sification other than the UNFF labels (in accord-
ance with the terms of reference for the study
given by the Ministry) could have changed the
priority of some of the thematic elements (Lind-
stad et al. 2004, p. 70). This is in line with previ-
ous comparisons of recommendations from forest
processes revealing different areas of overlaps
and deviations, e.g. Australia and World Bank
(2003) employing the 16 thematic elements from
UNFF as labels and the Executive Secretary of
CBD (UNEP 2003) classifying topics according
to the activities in the Expanded Programme of
Work on Forest Biological Diversity. With this,
the Norwegian study supports that overlapping
and partly contradictory recommendations add
to subjective judgments in classifying recom-
mendations. On the positive side, clustering of the
commitments, as in the Norwegian study, makes
numerous recommendations easier available to
national stakeholders, which may be important for
later follow-up activities (cf. Victor et al. 1998).

The second stage of the study, mapping of
Norwegian activities, showed that many ongo-
ing activities and policies were relevant to both
national and international aspects of the recom-
mendations in the forest agreements. Many activi-
ties corresponded to more than one sub-element,
but usually to limited aspects of each. The lack of
direct thematic correspondence between national
activities and sub-elements of international rec-
ommendations is not surprising in a study of
compliance, where there is no requirement of the
activities being started in response to international
agreements, cf. the difference to implementa-
tion. Lack of correspondence nevertheless left
room for analysts’ subjective judgments on the
relevance of and correspondence between various
national activities and the international recom-
mendations.

At this stage, stakeholders were not invited to
provide opinions on the comprehensive list of
activities, and, as such, this part of the study was
less complicated.

The third stage of the study, the gap analysis,
compared status and ongoing and planned Norwe-
gian activities with the international recommen-
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dations. Correspondence between the classified
sub-elements (first stage) and the mapped activi-
ties (second stage) was used to determine gaps
between the recommendations and the Norwegian
situation for national and international aspects of
the 16 thematic elements.

Comparing national forest activities with the
international recommendations involved different
types of judgments by the analysts conducting the
assessment, as well as by stakeholders providing
input. First, there are no objective answers to
“how much is needed?” or to which activities
are necessary to fulfil the vague and ambiguous
recommendations. For example, public participa-
tion is highlighted in the recommendations, but
there is no way of clarifying whether participa-
tion is “satisfactory”, or whether inputs are taken
“sufficiently” into account. Also, the processes
include multiple references to financial support
and transfer of environmentally sound technolo-
gies to developing countries, but no concrete
targets or deadlines are defined.

Second, the scores used in the gap-analysis
involved judgments, because the thresholds
between the scores were not given explicitly. For
example, there were no strictly defined minimum
criteria for “full compliance”, nor a clear thresh-
old between “largely in compliance” and “partly
in compliance”.

Third, the way the scores were understood and
used in the analysis also matters. In the Norwe-
gian study, “full compliance” refers to all substan-
tial aspects dealt with; “largely in compliance”
implies some, but not all substantive aspects fully
dealt with; and “partly in compliance” means that
one or more central aspects were not dealt with.
Depending on how strictly the recommendations
are interpreted and on the opinion of national
status versus the recommendations, the conclu-
sion in the gap analysis may differ substantially
(exemplified by opinions presented in the public
hearing, cf. below).

In the commissioned study, most inputs from
stakeholders were received in this third stage of
the study. More variation in opinions may be
expected here because the gap analysis encom-
passes judgments in interpreting the recommen-
dations as well as in comparing the national
situation with these recommendations (see Fig. 1).
For example, on the sub-element “forest conser-

vation and protection of unique types of forests
and fragile ecosystems”, differing opinions from
forest-owner associations and environmental
authorities indicate a clash of economic and envi-
ronmental interests. On “criteria and indicators
of sustainable forest management”, in contrast,
there was a general diversity in the opinions of
stakeholders, possibly related to their understand-
ing of the strictness of the recommendations. The
number and greater diversity in opinions on the
gap analysis may also be strategic. The scores
on compliance relate to the questions of need
for national follow-up and priorities attached to
different thematic elements in the international
forest recommendations. Stakeholders may there-
fore have national policy decisions in mind when
considering compliance.

Based on the reading of the recommendations
and decisions, and on arguments and opinions
provided by national stakeholders, the analysts
made the final assessment of the consistency of the
Norwegian forest policy with the international rec-
ommendations as shown in Table 1. Despite open
reporting of the steps and considerations taken in
the analysis, the analysts acknowledged that sub-
jectivity was inevitable in this type of evaluation
(Lindstad et al. 2004), thus confirming findings
reported in former studies (e.g. Underdal 2002).

The Norwegian score was not lower than
“partly in compliance” for any of the 16 thematic
elements when assessed overall for national and
international aspects (Table 1). The approach
and results on this point are different from those
of the Austrian studies, where assessments were
conducted for individual recommendations, and
anumber were “not addressed” or activities were
“in preparation”. As such, it could be argued that
the Norwegian aggregation of recommendations
from different agreements might be misleading
with respect to fulfilling sub-elements. While
not directly comparable because of different
approaches, the diverging results in Austria and
Norway may also originate from other sources.
The actual situations in the two countries may
differ, and differences in stakeholder involve-
ment and when and how inputs were invited may
influence the results. These issues need proper
scrutiny in any attempt to compare enforcement
of international forest policy recommendations
across countries.
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Table 1. Degree of Norwegian compliance.

Thematic element

Scores

National International
aspects™® aspects**

Formulation and implementation of national forest programmes Largely Largely
Promoting public participation Largely Largely
Combating deforestation and forest degradation Full Partly
Traditional forest-related knowledge Largely Largely
Forest-related scientific knowledge Largely Largely
Forest health and productivity Largely Largely
Criteria and indicators of sustainable forest management Partly Largely
Economic, social and cultural aspects of forests Largely Largely
Forest conservation and protection of unique types of forests and fragile ecosystems  Partly Largely
Monitoring, assessment and reporting, terminology and definitions Largely Largely
Rehabilitation and conservation strategies for countries with low forest cover n.a. Partly
Rehabilitation and restoration of degraded lands and the promotion of natural and

planted forests Full Partly
Maintaining forest cover to meet present and future needs Full Largely
Financial resources Largely Partly
International trade and sustainable forest management Full Largely
International cooperation in capacity building, and access to and transfer of

environmentally sound technologies to support sustainable forest management n.a. Partly

Source: Lindstad et al. (2004).

*The term ‘national aspects’ refers to aspects of thematic element addressing the situation within a country.
**‘International aspects’ refers to development aid and international cooperation more generally.

Public Hearing on the Results from
the Commissioned Norwegian Study

We now turn to the public hearing on the final
report from the commissioned Norwegian study,
and to viewpoints providing concrete examples
of conflicting judgments and diverging opinions
on degree of compliance with international forest
recommendations in Norway. The submissions
serve to highlight the conflicting opinions raised
partly also through the participatory process in
the commissioned study.

The Norwegian Forest Owners’ Association
(Norges Skogeierforbund 2005) questions the
strictness in the assessment of degree of compli-
ance, stating that they “have great difficulties in
understanding” why the score “full compliance”
is not given to more of the thematic elements
“when looking at the concrete recommendations”.
They highlight four thematic elements where they
“cannot see any recommendations that are not
addressed”, and state: “For us it is almost impossi-
ble to understand why the thematic areas criteria
and indicators for sustainable forest manage-
ment and forest conservation and protection of

184

unique types of forests and fragile ecosystems are
assessed to be no more than partly in compliance”
[authors’ translation].

Friends of the Earth Norway (Norges Natur-
vernforbund 2005), on the other hand, agrees
with the assessment in the two thematic elements
where national aspects are assessed to be partly
in compliance, i.e. criteria and indicators for
sustainable forest management and forest conser-
vation and protection of unique types of forests
and fragile ecosystems. At the same time they
criticise the study: “Unfortunately it [the study]
fails seriously when it comes to making more
specific suggestions and to analysing the weak-
nesses of Norwegian forest policy in the follow-
up of different international agreements. This is
to some extent caused by wrong conclusions, but
equally important is how the report is too vague,
uncritical and incomplete” [authors’ translation].
Friends of the Earth Norway expresses concern
over scores on some of the thematic elements
giving a too positive presentation of Norwegian
compliance; they state objections to the way the
study was conducted and question the integrity
and competence of the analysts and general value
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Economic concerns

Priority to
public goods

National
aspects

Loyalty to
international
wording

N

4

National
sovereignty

International
aspects

Priority to
private goods

Environmental concerns

Fig. 1. Examples of conflicting concerns and layers of subjectivity for analysts and participat-
ing stakeholders in assessing compliance with international forest recommendations.
Inner circle: basic world views, second layer: interpretation and aggregation of recom-
mendations, third layer: relevance of national activities, and outer layer: assessment of
national compliance (see text for more details).

of the report.

These two submissions are selected for their
differing opinions and are not representative of
the total set of responses. As they stand, they
serve to highlight different opinions on how the
work was conducted as well as on the degree
of compliance, including understanding of the
objectives and strictness of the recommendations.
The forest owners’ organisation argues that the
analyst team interpreted the recommendations too
strictly and that degree of compliance nationally
is higher than the study concluded. The environ-
mental organisation, on the other hand, argues
that the recommendations are carelessly inter-
preted and that too positive a picture is given of
the national situation versus the recommenda-
tions. It should be noted that both organisations
may have strategic reasons for arguing the way
they do. The forest-owner organisation may be
concerned about the environmental image of the
Norwegian forest sector generally, and risk of
economic loss connected with consumer demands
and/or new restrictions on forest management.
For the environmental organisation, on the other
hand, conflict over environmental issues, and in
particular support for the long-term demand for
more forests under protection in Norway, may
increase their legitimacy. The views expressed in
the submissions therefore reflect both divergent
basic opinions of how forests should be managed

as well as strategic considerations in organisa-
tions representing stakeholders with conflicting
interests.

Summing up, the Norwegian assessment of
national compliance with recommendations in
international forest processes demonstrates judg-
ments at different stages in the commissioned
study and through opinions presented in the public
hearing. The judgments relate to both substantive
and procedural aspects of the recommendations.
Examples of substantive aspects include inter-
pretation and aggregation of recommendations,
questions of balance between national sover-
eignty versus loyalty to international wording,
and questions of strictness in interpretation of
the recommendations and the understanding of
the national situation in this context. Examples
of procedural aspects include categorization (i.e.
labels and numbers), aggregation (i.e. original
wording versus accessibility) and thresholds for
scores on degree of compliance. The procedural
components are of a more technical character, but
may also imply subjective judgments, e.g. on the
priority given to different aspects.

Subjective judgments in determining national
compliance with international processes are
present at all stages of the assessment, as illus-
trated in Fig. 1. The basic values (the darker
inner circle) influence the interpretation and
aggregation of recommendations and the view
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on relevance of national activities (intermedi-
ate layers) as well as the final analysis of gaps
between recommendations and activities (outer
layer). Simple examples of value components that
may be considered differently, by analysts as well
as by stakeholders with diverging opinions, are
illustrated with arrows.

Based on this, it is suggested that due con-
sideration to analysts’ and stakeholders’ judg-
ments and differing opinions, relevant national
situations and their coherence will help improve
systematic and orderly analysis of national com-
pliance with policy recommendations derived
from international processes. As effects of the
processes are decided by the changes they bring
about at national level, judgements in assessing
national compliance, i.e. consistency between
national situation and international recommen-
dations, are also relevant when determining the
effects of international forest processes, to which
we now turn.

3.2 Implications for Determining Effects
of International Forest-Related Policy
Processes

Quantifying effects requires that a causal chain
can be verified between the international recom-
mendations and national changes (cf. Section
2.1). The issue of national status versus recom-
mendations, i.e. compliance, is therefore the basis
for clarifying the national changes needed to
comply with the international recommendations.
The lack of full compliance on thematic elements
in the Norwegian case study, first, indicates a
potential for the international policy processes
to have effects. Full compliance by 2004, soon
after the agreement on the Expanded Programme
of Work on Forest Biological Diversity in 2002
(CBD 2002) and the resolutions from the fourth
Ministerial Conference on the Protection of For-
ests in Europe in 2003 (MCPFE 2003), would
mean that there was no need for changes, and
hence no room for effects of the international
processes. Second, and more relevant to the dis-
cussion in this section, is what the differences in
opinions at national level on degree of compliance
imply for determining effects of the international
processes.
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As presented in Section 2.2, the overall objec-
tives of the three forest processes are multiple
and partly conflicting. The objectives, ‘manage-
ment, conservation and sustainable development’
(UNFF), ‘conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity components’ (CBD Expanded Pro-
gramme of Work) and ‘protection and sustain-
able management’” (MCPFE), point in partly
conflicting directions, even within the individual
processes. SEM is conceptualized as balancing
ecological, economic and socio-cultural aspects
of forest management, and the different opinions
presented in the public hearing (cf. Section 3.1)
are examples of different priorities. This cor-
responds to, among others, Wang (2004, p. 210)
stating that “SFM has become an eclectic term
in that different people interpret SFM to mean
different things”. Also, a Nordic study exploring
conflicts over values in forest management finds
that protection is important to some, while others
view forests as a renewable resource that may be
exploited (Bergseng and Vatn 2009).

The different understandings of the interna-
tional recommendations and opinions of national
compliance described above indicate that the
forest processes belong to “a group of cases in
which participants of the regimes do not even
share a common understanding of the nature of
the problem to be solved” (Young 2004, p. 6; see
also Holmgren 2008). Lack of clear objectives,
intentional or not, can result in difficulties in
monitoring implementation and national follow-
up (Cameron et al. 1996). More profound, on
the effectiveness of the International Whaling
Convention (Andresen 2002, p. 381) concluded
that “the most credible and intellectual approach
may be to say either that the score is undeter-
mined due to the difficulty of making value-free
judgments or that the score varies depending on
the indicator used”. The provisions of the forest
recommendations, leaving countries to clarify rel-
evant commitments in the national resource and
political context and promoting participation by
stakeholders with divergent opinions, also bring
about different assessments of effects depending
on specification of, and priority among, objec-
tives. As for the International Whaling Conven-
tion, value judgments in assessing effects of the
international forest policy processes should there-
fore be recognized.
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Fig. 2. Alternative measures for effects of recommendations/agreements

(based on Underdal 2002).

From the differing opinions of the right balance
of aspects of SFM, our interest here is the implica-
tions this has in our ability to determine the effects
of international forest processes. How can we
determine effects of agreements and recommenda-
tions without quantified and time-bound targets?
How can the causal chain between the recommen-
dations and national responses be clarified when
recommendations and national situations, and the
gap between them, can be understood so differ-
ently from one national stakeholder to the next
(cf. the opinions raised in the public hearing)?
Two aspects are central in answering these ques-
tions. The first concerns methodological issues
of specifying what types of effect to include and
then deciding on reference points and measure-
ment units for analysing them. Second, the influ-
ences of the recommendations from international
processes have to be separated from other sources
of influence in order to determine the effects.
Underdal (2002, p. 11) discusses how separat-
ing other influences generally involves subjective
judgments by analysts. Clarifying the separate
influences of the forest processes is not made
any easier by multiple objectives combined with
provisions for national priority and the resulting
variations in assessments of compliance among
stakeholders, as discussed in Section 3.1.

Underdal (2002) specifies two different refer-
ence points for measuring the effects of inter-
national agreements. Effects can be relative
improvements attributed to the processes, i.e.
change from a situation without the agreement,
or goal achievements relative to the agreement’s

objectives, or to some other defined good or opti-
mal solution (cf. alternatives 1 and 2 in Fig. 2)
(based on Underdal 2002). From the elaborations
above, it is reasonable to assume that the second
concept, determining effects relative to a good or
optimal situation, or the objective in the agree-
ments, will require close attention to specification
of objective(s). In addition, both concepts require
influences from the international recommenda-
tions to be separated from other sources of influ-
ence. The extensive range of sources that may
influence policy development, for example other
agreements dealing with forest-related issues (e.g.
the Kyoto Protocol) and other drivers of change
(e.g. social, economic and other political fac-
tors; see, for example, Solberg 1998), contributes
to making separation a demanding task. These
aspects need close attention in all studies of the
effects of international forest processes.

On the prospects of verifying the effects of
international forest processes, we explore some
underdeveloped elements in former studies of the
national follow-up of international forest policy
processes and suggest a possible way forward. We
do not suggest a solution to the value questions
embedded in forest management; on the contrary,
we stress that there are political questions that
have to be dealt with in the political process. The
results in this paper suggest, however, that the
basis for better informed discussion and decision
could be obtained if value questions were openly
treated in analyses. For example, stating clearly
how the objectives for forest management are
understood, and how they are operationalised
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and measured, can single out differences in the
interpretation of recommendations and in the
understanding of the national situation.

Forest management inevitably includes ques-
tions of priority to alternative values, and there-
fore approaches in studies of compliance/effects
can have ethical implications. For example, when
Gulbrandsen (2003, p. 95) “explores how forest-
related IEAs [i.e. international environmental
agreements, authors’ note] have affected domestic
actors” and “examine[s] whether initiatives from
the two ministries to protect forests and promote
SFM are causally linked to IEAs” (Gulbrandsen
2003, p. 100), the implication is priority given
to environmental aspects of SFM. As discussed
by Svedin (1998, p. 303): “Any type of analysis
gives prominence to specific facets of an object,
while other facets are relegated to the periphery
or are moved out of sight.” Likewise, the catego-
rization under UNFF labels in the Norwegian
study (Lindstad et al. 2004) may give priority to
the UNFF thematic elements at the cost of other
priorities. Also, it is pertinent to acknowledge that
the presentations and choice of examples in the
current paper may be influenced by its authors’
judgments and values.

The conceptual framework suggested by Piilzl
and Rametsteiner (2002) is a good basis for
exploring the degree of national follow-up of
international recommendations. Nevertheless,
their approach needs some further refinement if
itis to serve exploration of the effects of the forest
processes. First, their approach does not specifi-
cally differentiate between compliance and active
implementation of the recommendations needed
to determine effects of the international processes
(cf. Section 2.1). Piilzl and Rametsteiner (2002,
p- 259) suggest that their approach can be used
for “assessing the implementation of the IPF/
IFF Proposals for Action at the national level.
This assessment (...) can also be used as an ex
post-evaluation tool to analyse the implementa-
tion of international agreements”. To be suitable
for evaluating implementation, meaning active
follow-up of the recommendations, the causal
links between international recommendations and
national responses have to be included in their
approach.

By assessing relevance, responsibility and
degree of compliance on each and every recom-
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mendation from individual processes, the Piilzl
and Rametsteiner (2002) approach may be able to
bypass some of the judgments and implicit value
considerations discussed above in relation to the
Norwegian study. The results will still depend on
the analysts’ understanding of the international
recommendations and judgments of the national
situation — as well as any invited stakeholders’
understanding and judgment. In relation to the
preceding elaboration of value questions in such
analyses, the approach suggested by Piilzl and
Rametsteiner (2002) may seem naive, as it dis-
regards the value implications of technical and
operational elements (cf., e.g. Svedin 1998).

A possible way forward by which to increase
knowledge of changes on thematic elements and
causal links with the recommendations of the
international policy processes is by utilising the
criteria and indicators for SFM developed in
regional forest processes, i.e. MCPFE for Europe.
The strength of the criteria and indicators for SFM
is that they deal with the multiple objectives of
the forest recommendations, and that the indica-
tors are developed and used for tracking changes
over time on central elements within the criteria.
While their ability to guide forest management
decisions has been questioned (e.g. by Failing
and Gregory 2003), they constitute the best avail-
able clarification of important aspects of SFM —
agreed among multiple stakeholders. In passing,
it may be noted that the criteria and indicators
carry embedded values, influenced by available
knowledge, attention and priority as well as par-
ticipation when developed. As the criteria and
indicators stand today, they do not provide guid-
ance on how to balance conflicting objectives in
forest management, nor do they contain informa-
tion about the causal link between international
policy recommendations and national situation.
Concentrating first on changes, status on one
indicator could be assessed relative to a situation
without the forest recommendations (cf. alterna-
tive 1 in Fig. 2). Alternatively, the national situa-
tion can be compared to goal(s) specified for the
individual indicators. The specified goals would
then clarify how the objectives of the processes
were understood, and goal achievements could be
determined for these goals (alternative 2 in Fig.
2). Both alternatives could contribute to clarifying
how changes are assessed for different indicators
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and which reference points the national changes
are compared with.

After the national changes on central elements
of the forest recommendations are determined
and openly reported, the contributions by other
sources of influence have to be separated in
order to determine the effects of the interna-
tional policy processes. For example, on forest
protection, alternative sources of influence could
be new knowledge or increased national atten-
tion, changes in certification schemes and policy
shifts in neighbouring countries. The separation
of other influences may also be subject to judg-
ment, and the considerations of alternatives and
the justifications for choices made again need to
be openly reported. Effect studies providing full
information on the choices and conditions for how
the effects of other influences are separated would
therefore provide the best basis for well-informed
discussions on the effects of recommendations of
international policy processes and for political
decisions on the need for further action.

4 Conclusions

This paper has analysed the roles of subjective
judgments in assessing the degree of compliance
with recommendations from three international
forest policy processes. Based on this, implica-
tions are explored for determining the effects of
the forest processes. It is concluded that ambigu-
ous recommendations, combined with references
to national sovereignty and provisions for public
participation, result in subjective judgments play-
ing an important role in assessing national com-
pliance, and then also for studies on the effects
of the international policy processes. It is nothing
new that balancing environmental, economic and
socio-cultural aspects within SFM encompasses
value questions. This paper reviews systemati-
cally where, in a process of assessing national
compliance, the roles of subjective judgments are
more profound. The paper has found that judg-
ments by analysts and participating stakeholders
are substantial when interpreting and aggregating
the international recommendations, in deciding on
the relevance of national activities for the inter-
national recommendations, and in particular in

determining the degree of compliance, or coher-
ence, between national situation and international
recommendations.

We argue that open reporting of substantive and
methodological choices in assessments of national
changes and the separation of other sources of
influence are necessary to clarify: 1) how the
international recommendations are interpreted at
national level and 2) how the national situation is
assessed relative to the recommendations. These
aspects are important in any evaluation of the
effects of international forest policy processes
because different opinions of degree of com-
pliance means differences in what changes are
needed to comply with the international recom-
mendations. A high degree of compliance means
little room for active follow up, and hence minor
effects, while a lower degree of compliance means
greater potential effects of the international proc-
esses. Assessments of both compliance and imple-
mentation should therefore spell out choices and
conditions in their analysis to provide the basis
for better informed discussion, for stakeholders
to present their opinions and for decision makers
to balance the various interests.

The role of judgments and core values is an
important topic for further and more detailed
investigation. From effects at national level, the
next question relates to the overall effects of the
forest processes. When putting agreements into
effect nationally, responses to recommendations
will have to match a variety of circumstances. It is
likely that both the degree of compliance and the
need for active follow-up, i.e. the conditions for
producing effects, will be considered differently
among national stakeholders and across countries.
A way of treating these differing opinions should
be sought in analysis of the effects of international
forest policy processes. Presenting effects for the
different, potentially conflicting, objectives (cf.
Andresen (2002) for the International Whaling
Convention) may be one way forward.

Forest processes do not have a good repu-
tation when it comes to implementation (see,
e.g. Humphreys 2006). Both multiple objectives
and provisions for national priority contribute to
specific challenges in determining the effects of
international forest policy processes. This paper
highlights differing opinions of the degree of
compliance in one country. The different judg-
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ments of compliance, and thus also need for
implementation, give rise to different prospects
for the international forest policy processes to
have effects also in the longer run.
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