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As the leading private sector forestry operator in Portugal, the Portucel Soporcel 
group is committed to responsible management to improve and protect the 
woodlands in its care. 
This strategy is based on applying a set of good practices which include prior 
assessment of legal and other constraints, assessment of the potential impacts and 
risks of its operations and the design of tailor-made management procedures to 
defend, maintain and improve the state of conservation of assets such as the soil, 
water resources, biodiversity, landscape and archaeological, historical or 
socio-cultural heritage. These practices are combined with investment in improving 
forestry yields, defence and protection against wildfires, control of pests and 
diseases, involvement with a range of stakeholders, training, and monitoring of 
different indicators. 
This brochure offers an overview of these achievements in recent years, as 
published and reported by international institutions of the highest calibre.

About the Portucel Soporcel group
The Portucel Soporcel group is a vertically integrated forestry group, with 
operations stretching from applied research into sustainable management of 
forests as a natural and renewable resource, through to the production of pulp, 
energy and paper. It is one of the chief guardians of Portugal’s woodlands, which in 
2012 accounted for more than 9% of the country’s exports of goods. In the pulp and 
paper sector, the Group has positioned itself as the leading European manufacturer 
of uncoated woodfree (UWF) printing and writing paper and of bleached eucalyptus 
pulp, accounting for approximately 1% of the country’s GDP and nearly 3% of 
exports of goods. 
A commitment to sustainability is built into the Group’s business model at all levels.



As well as managing its own certified 
plantations, Portucel Soporcel group 
relies on supplies of wood from 
private forest owners in Portugal. 
The complexity and costs of forest 
certification are a challenge for 
these suppliers, many of whom 
manage very small areas. Portucel 
Soporcel group runs a number of 
outreach initiatives to promote forest 
certification and help private owners 
become certified.

Background

The Portucel Soporcel group is one of the 
world’s leading paper manufacturers, and a 
major player in the eucalyptus forestry sector. It 
is one of Portugal’s three leading exporters, with 
sales to 120 countries accounting for some 3 
per cent of Portuguese exports.

The company manages around 120,000 
hectares of forest, but it depends heavily on 
buying wood from other forest owners who 
grow eucalyptus. Most of these growers operate 
on a very small scale: Portugal has around 
400,000 forest owners, 85 per cent of them 
owning less than three hectares.

Sustainable forest management is a key 
concern for Portucel Soporcel group, and its 
own operations are FSC and PEFC certified. 
However, securing supplies of certified wood 
from small forest owners has been a challenge. 
Many see the forest  certification process 
as complex and costly, and there is a lack of 
national and European policies and incentives 
to encourage certification. With forest fires 
also posing a significant risk, Portucel Soporcel 
group decided to take action to improve forest 
management and build certified supply.

3

forest
certification

promoting

:

reaching out to smallholders 
and private owners

Publisher: WWF International
Date: 2013

Website: http://www.newgenerationplantations.com

Portucel Soporcel group

Promoting forest certification: 
reaching out to smallholders and 
private owners

s u s t a i n a b l e  f o r e s t  m a n a g e m e n t  -  b e s t  p r a c t i c e s  f o r  g r e e n  g r o w t h



The project
In 2006 Portucel Soporcel group began paying 
a premium of €2.50 per cubic metre to all 
suppliers of FSC-certified wood. This has since 
been increased to €4.00. For smallholders 
managing fragmented and dispersed areas of 
forest, this can make all the difference: it covers 
the costs of certification and provides a tangible 
financial benefit. Portucel Soporcel group’s 
policy has been extended from Portugal into 
Galicia in northern Spain, and has since been 
adopted by other companies. 
This has given an incentive to small forest 
owners to join together to form forest 
certification groups. Working as a group 
reduces the cost and administrative burden 
of certification to individual forest owners. A 
number of forest owners associations covering 
different regions of the country, such as ACHAR, 
APFCertifica, Flopen, Unimadeiras and Abastena, 
have gained certification since the project 
began.
Alongside this, Portucel Soporcel group 
promotes forest certification among private 
owners in several ways. It worked to establish 
protocols with the main sector organizations: 
the Portuguese Confederation of Agriculture 
(CAP), Forestis (the Forest Association of 
Portugal), the Union of the Mediterranean 
Forest (UNAC) and the Federation of Forest 
Producers of Portugal (FPFP). 
Portucel Soporcel group runs training for 
contractors and ongoing awareness-raising 
and demonstration activities for forest owners 
and forest association staff. These are a way 
of transferring technology and forestry 
knowledge, from both the company’s research 
and development unit and its operations and 
certification team. To complement this, Portucel 
Soporcel group has published a Code of Good 
Forestry Practice based on its own procedures, 
which is freely available on its website.
The company has also set up a network of 
demonstration plantations, with example forest 
management units of eucalyptus and other 
species.
A programme of guided tours gives forest 
owners, contractors and suppliers the chance 
to see good forestry practice at first hand, and 
encourages them to adopt similar methods.

Portucel Soporcel group has been active in 
several initiatives promoted by WWF and FSC 
on certification for small forest owners, such as 
those related to the Lisbon Process (the EU’s 
development strategy for 2000-2010). It has also 
been involved in drafting and revising national 
certification standards, and strives to find 
simplified solutions that will help smallholders 
become certified.

Benefits
Paying a better price for certified wood has 
led to improved incomes and market access 
for an increasing number of forest owners. 
Portucel Soporcel group has helped to make 
the certification process simpler for small forest 
owners, and has helped many of them to meet 
certification standards by sharing its knowledge 
and experience. 
These initiatives have contributed to a 
significant increase in the certified area in 
Portugal, meaning better forest management 
and a more sustainable forestry sector. By 
2009, forest associations directly influenced by 
Portucel Soporcel group’s initiatives managed 
over 12,500 hectares of certified forest, over 
half of the total certified area belonging to 
small and medium-sized private owners in the 
country. As a result, small forest owners are 
reducing their impact on the environment, 
complying with all legal requirements and 
reducing the risk of forest fire.
Portucel Soporcel group, meanwhile, is able to 
ensure a supply of certified wood to meet its 
environmental and social commitments and 
fulfil customers’ expectations. 

Next steps
Now that the first groups of smallholders and 
private owners in Portugal have achieved 
certification, others are seeking to follow. 
Portucel Soporcel group continues to promote 
forest certification and continues to update and 
improve its outreach programmes – working 
with forest owners organizations, providing 
technical support and training on forest 
management and biodiversity conservation, 
and pushing for more accessible certification 
schemes for these producers.
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Portucel Soporcel group runs guided tours to 
demonstrate good forest management. 

“The premium launched by Portucel 
Soporcel group has been decisive 
in encouraging forest producers 
to form associations and begin the 
certification process. This allows them 
to have access to a more demanding 
market and obtain an additional 
income of €40–60 per hectare and per 
year.”
José Joaquim Raposo, forest manager at Herdade dos 
Fidalgos, a member of the certified group 
APFCertifica 

PORTUCEL DEPENDS
ON WOOD FROM
OTHER GROWERS PORTUGAL HAS AROUND

400,000
FOREST OWNERS

85%
OWN LESS THAN 3 HECTARES
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Overview
Portucel Soporcel group has built biodiversity 
conservation into its forest management 
framework, helping to protect a range of 
valuable habitats.

Background
Portugal’s forests cover around 3.4 million 
hectares, around 38 per cent of mainland 
territory.
After maritime pine and cork oak, non-native 
eucalyptus is the third most common species, 
accounting for around a fifth of the total forest 
area.
Portugal’s eucalyptus plantations date back 
to the government’s strategic afforestation 
projects in the early 20th century. More 
recently, eucalyptus has been widely cultivated 
by private landowners on non-cultivated, 
abandoned or degraded agricultural land; 
conversion of native forest is illegal.
Portucel Soporcel group is one of Portugal’s 
strongest players on the international pulp 
and paper market. It manages around 123,000 
hectares of forest and plantations in scattered 
locations throughout the country, of which 
72 per cent are eucalyptus plantations. The 

company’s afforestation or reforestation 
programmes rely on long-term knowledge 
of species for pulp production in Portuguese 
conditions. They are subject to strict legislation 
and internal procedures to assess natural values, 
minimize impacts and preserve ecosystem 
integrity and special biodiversity features at a 
landscape level.

The project
As Portucel Soporcel group manages 
woodlands on a large scale, dispersed over a 
wide area, it wanted a well-grounded forest 
management framework to address biodiversity 
conservation. The company’s estate contains 
many important natural assets, and many of its 
plantations are located in protected landscapes, 
including the European Union Natura 2000 
network and Portugal’s national network of 
protected areas. The environmental, social and 
economic components of forest certification 
schemes were a further motivation.
Because the land is scattered all over the 
country, the biodiversity context and relevant 
stakeholders vary considerably. Portucel 
Soporcel group has identified special landscape 
units in regions where it manages large areas, or 
which are particularly important for ecosystem 
services and biodiversity. 
The process starts by identifying each forest 
management unit’s natural values and the 
regulatory framework governing it, and 
assessing the potential impacts. Portucel 
Soporcel group surveys the habitats, flora and 
fauna on the ground using its own tailor-made 
biodiversity manuals, based on national and 
international legislation and conventions, which 
describe the potential natural values for each 
region and assessment techniques. Following 
this, it maps conservation zones for important 
habitats and sensitive species and defines 
specific management measures in conservation 
action plans.
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These efforts have also helped to raise 
awareness, spread knowledge and share 
best practice in biodiversity conservation, 
both internally and externally. The company’s 
experiences have been featured in a number 
of industry and conservation publications. This 
has helped to enhance its reputation, bringing 
business benefits.

Next steps
This work will continue with assessment in new 
areas, monitoring programmes and restoration 
projects. Portucel Soporcel group believes this 
will have a positive impact on biodiversity levels 
at the landscape level in regions where the 
company has an influence.
Further work is needed to develop a cost/
/benefit analysis, which should incorporate the 
value of biodiversity and ecosystem services.

Benefits
This approach has provided extremely valuable 
information on the natural assets in the 
company’s estate. It has raised both internal and 
external awareness of biodiversity conservation 
and how plantations can contribute to 
preserving it. By 2011, conservation action plans 
covered nearly half the area Portucel Soporcel 
group manages. Around 10 per cent of the 
estate was classified as zones of conservation 
interest. Management units included 43 
habitats that are representative of the protected 
habitats in the National Network of Protected 
Areas and the Natura 2000 network for Portugal. 
These include eight priority habitats such as 
temporary Mediterranean ponds, endemic 
juniper forests and alluvial forests of ash and 
alder. Other habitats include dehesas (wooded 
pastures) with evergreen oak, Mediterranean 
sclerophyllous forests of cork oak and holm 
oak, and riparian forests with willow and poplar 
galleries.
The main aim of Portucel Soporcel group’s 
management activities is to maintain existing 
biodiversity values, but some initiatives go 
further by aiming to enhance biodiversity. These 
include projects to replant riparian galleries in 
degraded areas to restore ecosystem services 
such as soil stability and water quality.
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Conservation plans continue to be used and 
monitored in the design and management of 
plantations. Practical measures include:

• identifying and preserving existing valuable 
habitats and natural/semi-natural vegetation 
within plantations

• leaving protective buffer zones around water 
courses

• preserving and enhancing wildlife corridors and 
other connectivity features

• promoting structural diversity through a mosaic 
of species, age classes and habitats

• planning operations by season to avoid 
disturbing the biological cycles of key species 
(for example, not harvesting while birds are 
nesting) or to avoid negative impacts on soil and 
water

• controlling pests and diseases.

Conservation action plans define the space and 
timeframe in which to apply these measures 
in the field, taking account of the surrounding 
landscape, neighbouring areas and the dimensions 
and interconnectivity of important areas for 
biodiversity.
As well as integrating biodiversity conservation 
into its forest management model, the company 
runs specific projects with various partners, 
including WWF and other conservation 
organizations and local stakeholders.

PRACTICAL MEASURES

IDENTIFY AND 
PRESERVE
EXISTING HABITATS 
AND VEGETATION

LEAVE
BUFFER ZONES AROUND 
WATER COURSES PRESERVE AND ENHANCE

 WILDLIFE CORRIDORS
PROMOTE
STRUCTURAL DIVERSITY 

PLAN
SEASONAL OPERATIONS 
TO AVOID DISTURBING 
BIOLOGICAL CYCLES

CONTROL
PESTS AND DISEASES

Portucel Soporcel group has conservation 
action plans for almost half the area it 
manages.
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Biodiversity conservation in a 
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The business case

Forests represent the primary 
source of raw material for 
Portucel Soporcel group, and 
the company firmly believes 
that well-managed forests 
and plantations can positively 

contribute the ecosystem integrity of 
its forest land.

The company’s objectives have 
been to develop new approaches to 
forest management that streamline 
best practices, include concepts 
for biodiversity conservation 
and support forest certification 
requirements. This prompted 
the development of a systematic 
methodology to preserve ecosystems, 
and more specifically to map out 
zones of special conservation interest, 
and create action plans to monitor 
them.

The company’s efforts have proven to 
be valuable in several areas, including, 
most importantly, contributing to 
the company’s forest certification 
objectives and adding overall value 
to the company.

The issue

The Portucel Soporcel group manages 
approximately 120,000 hectares of forest 
comprised of eucalyptus plantations (around 
72%) and also cork oak, pines, other conifers 
and broad-leaved species, as well as several 
patches of natural and semi-natural habitats.

The diversity and significance of natural values 
in these areas means that Portucel Soporcel 
group needed a strategy that systematically 
evaluates, plans and monitors the conservation 
value and ecosystem integrity of its forests and 
plantations.

The response

With the support of environmental non-
governmental organizations and the 
engagement of multiple stakeholders, the 
company has been implementing its strategy 
through aforestation and reforestation projects. 
The methodologies behind these projects were 
developed in working groups, which was a 
valuable way to share expertise and knowledge, 
even if they were quite time- and resource-
intensive.

The process began with an assessment of the 
natural values of the forests. This included a 
pre-evaluation of potential impacts and a full 
survey of habitats, flora and fauna. The result of 
this effort was the complete mapping of zones 
of particular conservation value. Based on this 
mapping exercise and with consideration of the 
conservation status of different habitats and 
species, Portucel Soporcel group then defined 
action plans to guide the forest project team 
and ground staff through the implementation 
phase and to support the subsequent 
establishment of relevant monitoring programs. 
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Examples of practical measures that have 
been supporting the implementation of the 
forest strategies include:

• Planting of selected genotypes based on 
long-term knowledge of their behavior and 
adaptation to soil type and climate;

• Stakeholder consultation on International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
Red Listed species, a comprehensive 
inventory of the global conservation status 
of biological species;

• Identification and preservation of existing 
valuable habitats and natural/semi-natural 
vegetation within the plantations;

• Creation of protective buffer zones around 
water courses or other essential habitat 
components;

• Preservation and enhancement of wildlife 
corridors and other connectivity features;

• Promotion of structural diversity through 
a mosaic of species, clones, age classes, 
habitats and naturally or artificially created 
habitat transition zones (or discontinuity 
strips);

• Observance of seasonal transitions for 
optimum alignment with the biological 
cycles of flora and fauna of concern, in 
order to minimize negative soil and water 
impacts and strengthen natural resistance 
to pests and diseases.

The results

By the end of 2011, 50% of the company’s forest 
land was covered by a Conservation Action Plan.

Approximately 10% of the whole estate, 
representing about 12,000 hectares, was 
classified as a “zone of conservation interest”.

Management units within these zones of 
conservation include 43 distinct habitat types 
that are representative of the protected habitats 
in the National Network of Protected Areas and 
the Natura 2000 network for Portugal. Eight of 
these 43 habitat types are considered priority 
habitats, including temporary Mediterranean 
ponds, endemic juniper forests and alluvial 
forests of ash and alder. Other habitats include 
dehesas (wooded pastures) with evergreen oak, 
Mediterranean sclerophyllous forests of cork 
oak and holm oak, and riparian forests with 
willow and poplar galleries.

The integration of biodiversity conservation into 
Portucel Soporcel group’s forest management 
model and the development of conservation 
actions plans has proven to be very valuable; 
for example, in better understanding the 
company’s biodiversity impact in sensitive 
areas, raising awareness among employees, 
protecting areas of special natural value and 
improving forest plantation management. 
The focus on biodiversity conservation has 
also contributed to the achievement of the 
company’s forest certification objectives and 
has added overall value to the company.
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THE SiMPLEST BENEFiT
A price premium for certified wood

Small forest owners in Portugal are directly gaining from FSC certification through a price premium 
for their products.

Portugal is a country of many small forest owners – 
– over 400,000 – and the vast majority of them own 
less than 3 hectares of forest each. For these very 
small forest owners, who often rely on forestry for 
a large part of their income, turning a profit from 
timber can be tricky.

To help their small suppliers – and supplement the 
production of FSC certified wood from their own 
forests – Portucel Soporcel group decided to offer a 
price premium to growers for FSC certified timber. 
The policy has proved so popular it has spread 
from the center-north of Portugal across to Spain, 
been emulated by competitors and spurred the 
establishment of several group forest certification 
initiatives.

Supplying the mills
Most of the forests under Portucel Soporcel group’s 
direct management, covering some 120,000 
hectares, are FSC certified, but the company depends 
heavily on the market to guarantee the totality of its 
wood supply needs. This means buying wood from 
the many small forest owners who grow eucalyptus 
in the center-north of the country.

But purchasing large quantities of wood from many 
small forest owners, while maintaining a certified 
operation brings many complications. Over 85 per 
cent of forest owners have less than 3 hectares of 
land. The certification process is relatively complex 
for such small forest owners and setting up and 
maintaining a group certification scheme has its 
costs.

Typical landscape of northern Portugal with 
scattered eucalyptus plantations

17

celebrating
success

stories of
FSC®  certification

Publisher:  Forest Stewarship Council - FSC®
Date: 2011

Website: https://ic.fsc.org

s u s t a i n a b l e  f o r e s t  m a n a g e m e n t  -  b e s t  p r a c t i c e s  f o r  g r e e n  g r o w t h



“With this premium the small 
producers feel that effort pays and 
that it’s worthwhile to certify – both 
the producers and the environment 
end up winning!”
José Francisco Silva, Forest Producer and Vice-President of the 
Forestry Association of Baixo Vouga
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“The additional value received for certified 
wood has prompted a great number of forest 
producers to join – especially the small owners 
– and stimulated the expansion of a ‘forest 
mentality’, based on the principle of good 
forestry practices and sustainability,” says 
António Loureiro, President of Unimadeiras, 
a certified forest production and trade 
association. “A few years after this project 
started, the improvement of silvicultural 
practices and forest management are 
remarkable, with special emphasis on the 
introduction of management methods that 
focus, amongst others, on cost monitoring, 
accident prevention, elaboration of forest 
management plans and continuous training.”

Spreading outwards
The scheme has turned out to be very 
successful. The simple act of offering a premium 
for FSC certified wood has provided the 
incentive for several forest certification group 
initiatives in the region, providing access to 
markets and greater income to an increasing 
number of forest owners.

“This premium, launched by Portucel Soporcel 
group, has been decisive to encourage the 
forest producers to associate and take up a 
certification process, allowing them to have 
access to a more demanding market and 
obtain an additional income of 40–60 Euros per 
hectare per year,” says José Joaquim Raposo, 
Forest Manager at Herdade dos Fidalgos, and 
member of the certified group APFCertifica.

To help small forest owners become FSC 
certified, Portucel Soporcel group promotes 
training, awareness raising and demonstrations 
for owners and forest association staff, as well 
as regular training for contractors. The company 
has also established protocols with the main 
organizations working in the sector, to support 
their certification efforts.

Eucalyptus stand interspersed with areas of cork oak (Quercus suber)
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Building certified supply
To overcome these constraints Portucel 
Soporcel group has pioneered the introduction 
of a price premium for FSC certified wood. Any 
supplier who delivers certified wood receives 
a premium that helps cover the costs of 
certification and provides an enhanced profit 
for the producer. Introduced in 2006 at a level of 
€2.5 per cubic meter, by 2008 the premium was 
raised to €4.0 per cubic meter. For smallholders 
managing fragmented and dispersed areas of 
forest this can make all the difference. A forest 
owner with 3 hectares of forest who delivers 
430 cubic meters of wood can receive a total 
price premium of more than €1,700, after a 
rotation period of twelve years.

The Portucel Soporcel group
The Portucel Soporcel group is one 
of Portugal’s strongest players on the 
international stage. It is the leading 
European producer of UWF printing 
and writing paper, and the largest 
producer in Europe – and one of the 
largest in the world – of bleached 
eucalyptus kraft pulp (BEKP), with an 
annual turnover of approximately 
1,400 million Euros.
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FOREST MANAGEMENT PLANNiNG

Forest plantation design
Case from Portugal / Applicable to all biogeographical regions

Background
In regions where natural and semi-natural forests 
are scarce or non-existent, planted forests are 
often the alternative source of raw wood material 
for industries.
Plantation forests now cover 4% of the global 
forest area and supply one-third of commercial 
timber, potentially rising to 50% by 2040. In 
addition to raw material for industry, plantations 
provide fuel wood, soil and water protection, 
habitat for biodiversity, restoration of degraded 
land, carbon sequestration, recreational 
opportunities and potential use for other 
livelihoods.

Description of best practice
In order to safeguard biodiversity in forest 
plantations there are several design principles 
that can be applied which can benefit biodiversity 
at local and landscape level. Best practices include:

• Matching choice of species to soil type to 
minimize negative impacts on groundwater levels, 
nutrient status, and the species dependent on 
them.
• Use selected genotypes based on long term 
knowledge of its behaviour and adaptation to 
avoid causing problems with invasive species in 
the wider landscape.
• Ecological audit and stakeholder consultation 
on the potential presence of rare, threatened 
and endangered species and their habitats, so 
that management actions to preserve them 
are included in the plantation design and 
management plan.
• Identification and preservation of existing 
valuable habitats, including patches of natural 
or semi-natural vegetation within the forest 
management unit.

• Preservation and enhancement of connectivity 
features e.g. riparian strips, protection areas, rocky 
outcrops, water points and patches of natural 
and semi-natural vegetation as wildlife corridors 
(continuous or stepping stones).
• Creating protective buffer zones around 
watercourses, valuable habitats and other areas of 
natural vegetation.
• Planning roads, water crossings and other 
infrastructure to avoid valuable habitats and 
sensitive soils.
• Provide structural diversity by creating a mosaic 
at landscape level of different species and clones, 
age classes, habitats, a network of connectivity 
features, artificially created discontinuity strips 
and natural terrain discontinuity.
• Plan operations according to season in order to 
preserve the biological cycles of relevant fauna 
(e.g. nesting) and to avoid the negative impacts on 
soil and water that could jeopardize biodiversity 
conservation.
• Control of pests and diseases. 

Many plantations are now certified to a forest 
certification standard, thereby verifying 
sustainable management practices including 
biodiversity.

What are the benefits for biodiversity?
Good plantation design provides for a greater 
diversity of species in the plantation, supports 
natural biodiversity living in and around the 
plantation, creates connectivity and provides 
better ecosystem stability.

Who is implementing the practice?
Forest owners, forest managers and forest 
planners in cooperation with local stakeholders.
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to co-financing the project,  risk assessments 
and specific management actions are being 
integrated into the planning and operations of 
the company to guarantee that this population 
continues to increase. Such actions include 
participating in the identification and 
protection of nests in the forest plantations, 
maintaining close contact and exchange of 
information with the project team and, together 
with specialists, redesigning and adapting forest 
harvesting operations to include large buffer 
zones around nests to avoid disturbance and 
preserve the favourable nesting conditions.

What are the benefits for biodiversity?
This project is safeguarding the conditions (e.g. 
nesting) required to protect and promote the 
increasing population of the Bonelli’s Eagle, a 
species of high priority conservation status. It 
is also gathering information for population 
counts in the potential distribution area and 
provides data to support the confirmation of 
territories, including the redefinition Special 
Protection Areas limits or the creation of new 
ones.

Who is implementing the practice?
Forest owners, forest managers and harvesting 
contractors under the coordination of 
specialists and in dialogue with local 
communities.

BiODiVERSiTy PROjECTS

Bonelli’s Eagle
Case from Portugal / Applicable to the Mediterranean region

Background
In the last few decades, nearly 50% of the 
Bonelli’s Eagle (Hieraetus fasciatus) population 
has been lost in coastal Mediterranean France 
and Spain, and it has even become locally 
extinct in other Iberian regions. It is one of 
the few birds of prey experiencing a marked 
decline in the EU. Due to this strong decrease 
in numbers, the Bonelli’s Eagle is considered 
a threatened species in Europe, including 
in Portugal, and it holds a high priority 
conservation status.
In the specific case of the Southern Portugal 
Bonelli’s Eagle population, it is absolutely 
fundamental to ensure its conservation, 
since not only is it one of the few growing 
populations in the Mediterranean region, but 
also because it possesses unique ecological 
features in Europe, notably the almost exclusive 
use of trees for nesting, in both forest and semi-
-steppe habitats.

Description of best practice
The high priority conservation status of the 
Bonelli’s Eagle and its uniqueness has resulted 
in an ongoing programme as part of the LIFE/
Nature Programme with the main goal of 
contributing to the conservation of Bonelli’s 
Eagles, at both national and European levels, by 
acting upon the threats which affect the tree 
nesting population in Southern Portugal.
This project is being supported by several 
Portuguese co-sponsors, including this pulp and 
paper company, and civil society. In addition 
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Background
Every year, some 45,000 forest fires covering 
half a million hectares break out in Europe. Fires 
cause considerable damage in terms of loss of 
life and in economic and environmental terms 
through the destruction of forests and the 
fauna and flora in them.
The European Environment Agency has 
identified fire prevention as one management 
measure to improve biodiversity in European 
forests. The vegetation in the Mediterranean 
region is adapted to fire and fire cycles can 
therefore be managed. In managing forest 
plantations, the choice is between having a 
small and low intensity fire with little disruption 
to biodiversity, or a big, intensive fire, with 
severe consequences for biodiversity. Wise old 
foresters used to say “using fire as a tool means 
that you are the boss, instead of being the 
employee on an inconvenient day”.

Description of the best practice
Prescribed fire is a tool that is used to reduce 
the vegetation ‘fuel’ load in specific locations. 
Good planning and implementation requires 
application prior to the ‘fire season’. For that 
purpose it is important to have in place a fire 
prevention plan that covers:

• Trained personnel prepared and ready to act;
• Equipment functional and ready for fire 

control;
• Identifying and designing prescribed burn 

patches/strips in the landscape to reduce fire 
propagation speed;
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• Timing for when the meteorological 
conditions are suitable for burning vegetation 
in a cool environment;

• Specialized surveillance and communications 
tools;

• Planned intervention and water spots;
• Readiness for the unexpected.

If fire prevention fails, fire fighting steps must 
be initiated, but this can only happen following 
detection and adequate resources must also be 
allocated to monitoring.
This practice is to be used by specialists only, 
under very well controlled conditions, so 
operators should only use it under a specific 
programme of the company or the national 
authorities. Yet, training and raising awareness 
on fire effects, fire prevention and action on fire 
detection are very useful as complementary 
attitudes to avoid severe fire impacts.

What are the benefits for biodiversity?
As summer forest fires, in the Mediterranean 
region, can be a severe abiotic threat to 
biodiversity, this practice is put in place to 
prevent and control fire propagation and 
reduce the magnitude of its impacts on 
biodiversity at local and landscape level.

Who is implementing the practice?
Forest owners and managers in cooperation 
with the national authorities for forestry and 
conservation.

Fire prevention
Case from Portugal / Applicable to the Mediterranean region

FOREST MANAGEMENT PLANNiNG

s u s t a i n a b l e  f o r e s t  m a n a g e m e n t  -  b e s t  p r a c t i c e s  f o r  g r e e n  g r o w t h
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