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A white snowy layer covers a unique ecosystem for several months a year – 

the boreal forests also referred to as Taiga. Encircling the North Pole, they 

are part of the largest terrestrial biome, accounting for 27% of the global 

forest area1. Boreal forests shelter a distinctive biodiversity system, stabilize 

the global climate, provide essential products and services, and secure the 

livelihoods of many rural and indigenous communities. They are crucial for 

sustainable development in the entire boreal region and beyond. 

As we enter the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, it is important to 

understand the myriad ways in which boreal forests contribute to the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and why protecting these precious 

ecosystems is vital for us all. While there are many interlinkages between 

the SDGs, this communication note highlights those for which boreal 

forests are of greatest relevance, including some which are reviewed in the 

2021 High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development. These cover 

Decent Work and Economic Growth (SDG 8); Responsible Consumption 

and Production (SDG 12); Climate Action (SDG 13); and Life on Land (SDG 

15). This communication note has been prepared in collaboration with the 

UNECE/FAO Teams of Specialists on Boreal Forests, which aims to facilitate 

and promote cooperation and knowledge exchange between countries in 

the boreal zone.

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2021
https://unece.org/forests/team-specialists-boreal-forests


DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
“Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and decent work for all”

Boreal forests offer great potential to contribute to more inclusive and sustainable economic growth and 
to provide decent work for all. By providing products and services, the boreal biome’s forests are a driver of 
sustainable economic development. For example, in Lithuania, one of the member States of the UNECE/FAO Team 
of Specialists on Boreal Forests, the contribution of the entire forest-based sector to the national gross domestic 
product has steadiliy increased over the last decade2. But the positive effect on economic growth goes beyond the 
forest sector, impacting many other sectors and areas particularly agriculture, wood-based industries, or tourism. By 
regulating the world's most extensive surface freshwater system, boreal forests are of great importance to nearby 
and downstream agricultural areas, for example. 

Forestry provides green jobs, such as in local wood-based industries, especially in rural areas where job opportunities 
are scarce3,4. Eco-tourism is an increasingly relevant employment opportunity in the boreal region, and one of the 
fastest expanding tourism sectors in Northern Europe5. When advancing green jobs, equal employment conditions 
must be created to ensure decent work for all by attracting and including youth, engaging forest-dependent 
communities, and taking into account gender equality. This is also the aim of a Canadian program entitled "Women 
in Wood", which empowers women in forestry6. Another example is the promotion of forest-related jobs and the 
dialogue between professional foresters and students by the Federal Forestry Agency of the Russian Federation 
through its annual International and All-Russian Junior Forest Contests. Knowledge about forest ownership and 
management rights are moreover vital to creating market access and finance opportunities. With political and 
strategic development frameworks that include forestry, national and local governments can improve educational 
and employment opportunities in rural and remote areas of the boreal forest and thereby support the achievement 
of SDG 8.



“Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns”

Wood-based products derived from sustainably managed*  boreal forests are essential for a thriving economy 
and the achievement of SDG 12 both regionally and globally. Annually, around 17% of coniferous roundwood 
production worldwide originates from boreal countries8, which is subsequently processed into sawn wood, wood-
based panels, and high value added wood products. These renewable wood products store carbon and can serve as 
substitutes for non-renewable and emissions intensive materials such as plastics, concrete and steel. By increasing 
the efficiency in the production processes, reducing process waste, and recycling and cascading the use of wood-
based products, the forestry sector can contribute meaningfully to the achievement of SDG 12. 

In order to maintain the sustainable management and efficient use of the boreal ecosystems’ resources, transparency 
and traceability, voluntary sustainability initiatives and due diligence need to be strengthened along the value 
chain3. Other critical measures include country-level policies and regulations such as those adopted by Norway, 
which introduced a national bio-economy strategy in 20162 as well as zero-deforestation/fight-against-illegal logging 
commitments from companies that rely on forestry supply chains4. Boreal forests also offer a variety of non-wood 
forest products, including food (watch UNECE/FAO’s video “Forests in a Nutshell”), medicinal plants, and animal feed, 
which are vital for the livelihood of forest-dependent communities. The Sami people, native to the boreal regions 
of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the Russian Federation, have lived in these forests for centuries and used them for 
reindeer breeding9. Consequently, by placing sustainability and resource-efficiency at the core of forest management 
throughout the forestry value chain, boreal forestry and related industries can vitally assist responsible production 
and consumption.

RESPONSIBLE CONSUMPTION AND  
PRODUCTION

 *  UN definition of sustainable forest management: “[a] dynamic and evolving concept [that] aims to maintain and enhance the economic, social 
and environmental values of all types of forests, for the benefit of present and future generations7”. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ukshFP0Ddg


Boreal forests, combined with soils and peatlands, are the world’s largest terrestrial carbon storehouse, 
and are thus central to climate action. Long-lived wood-based products derived from these forests store carbon 
and thereby contribute to climate change mitigation. The boreal biome further reduces the vulnerability of nature 
and people to the negative impacts of climate change, such as erosion and mudslides. However, boreal forests are 
expected to experience the largest temperature increase of all forest biomes during this century. Warming of 1.5°C 
and more has already been recorded over large areas of the boreal biome10. The impact on the boreal forest varies 
with temperature increases leading to enhanced increment and carbon sequestration in some areas, and likely 
tree loss to disturbances and thawing of permafrost soils in others, releasing additional carbon dioxide, and further 
exacerbating the climate crisis. 

Therefore, national policies and strategies to enhance the resilience and reduce the vulnerability of the boreal 
ecosystem to future global changes are vital and so are science based public-private initiatives on climate and 
forestry. Managing boreal forests sustainably is key to strengthening their adaptive capacity, maintaining, and 
increasing their ecosystem services, and thus their contribution to SDG 13.

CLIMATE ACTION
“Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts”

RESPONSIBLE CONSUMPTION AND  
PRODUCTION



LIFE ON LAND 
“Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss”

Sustainably managing and conserving boreal forests and restoring degraded forest areas can contribute 
substantially to the achievement of SDG 15. Boreal forests cover over 1 billion ha, an area larger than the total 
land area of China1. Based on data from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO), the deforestation 
rate in the boreal biome globally is at the lowest level since 19901. Nonetheless, unsustainable management 
practices and increasing disturbance events threaten the health of these ecosystems. Long-term management plans 
are essential to avoid negative impacts on the boreal ecosystem. This is exemplified by the Russian Federation, with 
100% of its forests under management plans11. Sustainable forest management and related policies and approaches 
can further ensure the preservation of the ecological, social and economic value of the boreal forests. For example, 
the Finnish forestry sector has over 80% of the country’s forest area certified* under the major forest certification 
schemes11. 

Alongside sustainable management, conservation efforts are vital for preserving the biodiversity of the unique 
boreal biome. An inclusive conservation approach promotes indigenous communities to manage and protect 
forested areas that are important for their livelihood and continued survival12. The Canadian UNESCO World Heritage 
site, “Pimachiowin Aki”, for example, covers almost 3 million ha and is protected and managed by local indigenous 
communities13. Forest restoration and reforestation are essential to re-establish ecosystem functions, for instance 
after large scale fires. Overall, forward-looking, holistic and country-tailored strategies combined with international 
collaboration are needed to maintain and enhance the contribution of boreal forests to SDG 15. 

 *  The certification of a forest area indicates that its management is entirely legal and provides social and environmental benefits along with 
financial returns.
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