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INTRODUCTION

It is becoming increasingly common for brands and retailers 

to require 100% of fiber for their paper and packaging to 

be responsibly sourced. In most cases, these companies 

rely on fiber from certified forests, recycled content, or a 

mixture of both, to meet responsible sourcing requirements. 

But there is a challenge. Fiber from certified forests and 

recycled feedstocks is limited. Approximately 11% of forests 

globally are certified, and about 13% are certified in the 

United States.1,2,3,4,5 Furthermore, due to the fact that paper 

can only be recycled 5 - 7 times before it loses its integrity, 

the availability of recycled fiber is also limited.6,7 This leaves 

fiber from forests that have not been certified as the other 

main feedstock for paper and packing. Which leads to 

the question this Guide was developed to address: How 

do companies verify that all of the fiber in their paper and 

packaging has been responsibly sourced -- including fiber 

from forests that have not been certified?
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KEY POINTS
Fiber from certified forests and recycled feedstocks are not the only sources of responsible 
fiber. In the United States fiber from forests that have not been certified can be a responsible 
source of fiber. These forests are frequently managed in accordance with a set of standards, 
such as federal, state, and local forestry program requirements (and laws). The difference being 
that these forests may not have the additional level of assurance that comes with independent 
auditing. If companies choose to purchase products containing fiber from forests that have not 
been certified, they should understand that certain assurance mechanisms may not have been 
applied and that additional due diligence may be needed. 

Purchasing 100% responsibly sourced fiber is increasingly the standard for paper and paper-
based packaging. Forests provide essential environmental, economic, and social benefits, while 
being subject to intensifying climate change, disturbances, and human interventions globally. To 
meet new responsible sourcing commitments, companies need to know how and where to start. 

The majority of wood fiber in the United States originates from privately owned forests. 
Collectively, 10.6 million private forest owners own 58% of the forests in the United States and 
supply more than 90% of the fiber that enters US supply chains.8,9,10,11 Of the private ownership 
group, 92% percent are categorized as family forest owners. They in turn own 38% of US 
forests.12,13,14,15 Privately-owned and family-owned forests may be well-managed but due to a 
variety of obstacles (e.g. high costs of certification on small parcels, infrequent harvests, varying 
ownership priorities, post-harvesting and long-term commitments, etc.) only a small fraction are 
certified. 

In order for fiber to be verified as responsibly sourced, it must be evaluated using a due 
diligence process or system. This is true regardless of fiber origin (i.e. fiber from certified 
forests, recycled feedstocks or from forests that have not been certified). The risk mitigation that 
occurs during the due diligence process helps companies strengthen relationships with their 
suppliers, foster cross supply chain collaboration, avoid controversial sources, and build trust with 
customers.

In regions that have been designated as high-risk, companies should consider taking actions 
that go beyond relying solely on forest certification. This could include interacting with their 
supply chains more directly, using adapted versions of verification mechanisms outlined in this 
guide, and by taking more direct and localized action with key supply chain partners.

STAINABLE
PACKAGING 
COALITION
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
The Guide to Verifying Responsible Sourcing of Fiber (the “Guide”) was designed to help 
sustainability professionals and procurement managers understand what responsible sourcing 
of wood fiber (“fiber”) means and how to engage their supply chain through a due diligence 
process. Though the focus of the guide is on sourcing fiber in the United States, the guide does 
review foundational and globally applicable responsible sourcing concepts. Companies at various 
stages of their sustainability journey may benefit from this guide, but the primary target audience 
is businesses and professionals new to responsible sourcing. 

In order to both level-set and offer practical, usable tools the Guide was organized into two main 
sections: 

Section I provides a primer that explains the importance of responsible sourcing, the main 
sources of fiber, and the use of fiber from forests that have not been certified. Special sections on 
certification and the Lacey Act are also included. 

Section II lays out the responsible sourcing process and provides context for the concepts and 
resources included in the guide. This section also includes four guiding principles for responsible 
sourcing, an example supply chain questionnaire, and a brief overview of why companies may 
choose to use additional tools and technologies to meet sourcing goals.

Following Section I and II are two Appendices with supporting resources and a glossary of terms.   
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Section I: 
Responsible Sourcing Primer
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WHY SOURCE RESPONSIBLY?
Responsible sourcing gives companies an opportunity to address critical 
environmental issues such as climate change, pollution, ecosystem 
degradation, and biodiversity loss. Coupled with environmental benefits, 
companies also recognize that responsible sourcing builds trust with 
customers, drives innovation, and reduces exposure to risk. 

Forests cover 31% of the world’s land area and provide critically important 
ecosystem services.16 From clean water, carbon storage, and plant and 
animal habitat, to jobs, wood, and recreational activities, it is impossible to 
conceive of a world without this dominant terrestrial ecosystem. Despite 
the benefits they provide, forest ecosystems still face major threats, 
including:17  

CLIMATE CHANGE AND GLOBAL WARMING
A changing climate influences the timing, frequency, duration, and intensity of disturbances 
(e.g. drought, forest fire, windstorms, ice storms, hurricanes, insects, pathogens, etc.)18 Since 
forest systems are adapted to historical climate conditions and disturbances, a rapidly 
changing climate may leave some forest systems ill-equipped and at risk. 
	
PERMANENT FOREST CONVERSION (I.E. DEFORESTATION) 
Deforestation eradicates forest systems and compromises many of the services they 
provide. Between 2015 and 2020, approximately 24.7 million acres of forest were impacted by 
deforestation globally.19 Agriculture (e.g. cattle, palm oil, and soybean monocultures) accounts 
for the majority of this land conversion. In the tropics, 73% of deforestation was a result of 
agriculture, with commercial agriculture accounting for 40% and local subsistence agriculture 
accounting for 33%.20

UNSUSTAINABLE, UNREGULATED, AND/OR ILLEGAL HARVESTING
Illegal harvesting, etc. often occurs in countries without robust laws and effective enforcement. 
In 2013, 85% of illegal wood originated from only three producer countries: Indonesia, Brazil, 
and Malaysia.21 Consequences of such harvesting practices can negatively impact forest 
ecosystems, workers, local communities, organized crime, and legal wood markets.

By creating a demand for responsibly sourced fiber, companies help to ensure that working 
forests stay forests, that important ecosystem services are protected, and that valuable 
resources are preserved for current and future generations. Taken to scale, responsible 
sourcing encourages environmentally-sound forestry practices, helps to establish sustainable 
material flows, and builds trust with customers. 
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MAIN FIBER SOURCES: BACKGROUND & ASSURANCES
This Guide categorizes fiber as originating from three general sources: recycled feedstocks, 
certified forests, and forests that have not been certified. Since each category of fiber carries 
its own unique set of potential risks and assurances, understanding the source of fiber will 
help companies anticipate the types of risks they may need to mitigate. In this document, 
the term ‘assurance’ is used to describe information or attributes that provide confidence for 
responsible fiber procurement.

RECYCLED FIBER
Recycled fiber refers to fiber that was collected and converted back into a fiber feedstock that can 
be used in another product. Because the scope of this Guide focuses specifically on the responsible 
sourcing of wood-based materials from forests, fiber from recycled feedstocks do not pose a major 
threat to forest ecosystems or nearby communities and peoples. In fact, incorporating recycled 
content into packaging is one way to keep fiber in use longer, out of landfills, and promote a 
circular economy. 

With all its important characteristics recycled fiber is still a finite resource. Fiber can only be 
recycled about 5–7 times. This is due to collection rates and process losses, where as much as 80% 
of the fiber can be lost after two rounds of collection and processing. These process losses mean 
that in North America, even if all the recoverable fiber is collected and processed - without new 
fiber inputs - most recycled paper products would run out of material in less than one year.22,23 So, 
while using recycled fiber in paper and packaging is undoubtedly beneficial, new fiber is always 
required. It is not a question of recycled versus new fiber, but rather what is the best use of these 
two interdependent feedstocks. 

FIBER FROM FORESTS: CERTIFIED & NOT CERTIFIED  
New fiber may originate either from forests that are certified to a forest management standard 
or from forests that have not been certified. Since certified forests are independently audited to 
confirm management aligns with comprehensive sustainability standards, fiber from certified 
forests provides assurance that important environmental features and social interests are addressed 
and protected. 

However, as is the case with recycled fiber, there is a finite amount of fiber from certified forests 
available. Worldwide only about 10-11% of forests are certified to a credible third-party system.24,25 
Most of these certified forests are located in industrialized nations like the United States, Canada, 
Sweden, Finland, and Russia.26,27,28 In the United States 13% of forests and 20% of timberlands 
are certified.29,30,31 In large part, this is a result of who owns these forests. Collectively, 10.6 million 
private owners control 58% forests and supply more than 90% of the fiber that enters US supply 
chains.32,33,34,35 Of this group of private owners, 92% are categorized as family forest owners, who 
in turn, own 38% of US forests.36,37,38 Getting these private, family forest owners to certify their 
forests is challenging. This is due to the sheer number of owners, the relatively high costs of 
forest certification on small parcels, small average parcel sizes, infrequent and/or the small size of 
harvests, long-term commitments associated with certification, and varying ownership priorities.39 
Together these dynamics create a large mismatch between the demand for – and supply of – fiber 
from certified forests.



G U I D E  T O  V E R I F Y I N G  R E S P O N S I B L E  S O U R C I N G  O F  F I B E R

11

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT FIBER FROM FORESTS THAT HAVE NOT BEEN CERTIFIED
Many paper and packaging products made in the US and Canada use fiber from forests that have 
not been certified. This, however, does not mean that 
the fiber was not responsibly sourced. In these low 
risk countries, robust laws, regulations and effective 
enforcement are designed to protect important 
environmental features and social rights. According 
to the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) National 
Risk Assessment, the continental US is low risk for 
illegally harvested wood, wood harvested in violation 
of traditional and human rights; and commercial wood 
from genetically modified trees. That is not to say that 
no risk exists. FSC does designate “Specified Risk” for 
certain areas of the US in which non-working forests 
are converted to plantations or to non-forest uses, or 
where high conservation values are threatened by 
management activities.40  

In regions that are designated as low risk, wood 
procurement standards (see certification), may help 
to reduce the likelihood that uncertified fiber comes 
from controversial sources (i.e. ecologically vulnerable, 
converted forests, culturally significant, etc.) and 
ensure that best management practices are used 
during harvesting. Whether or not additional assurance 
mechanisms (e.g. forest management certification, wood 
procurement standards, etc.) are in place, due diligence 
should always be performed to ensure that risks are mitigated and the fiber purchased aligns with a 
company’s sourcing policies.

Verifying that the material in your products is coming from responsible sources can be a big 
undertaking. Depending on the size and geographical distribution of your company’s numerous 
supply chains, a single product could contain fiber from: a handful of tree species, various countries, 
recycled feedstocks, certified forests and not certified forests. As a result, communicating with 

suppliers, tracking material, 
and vetting information can 
be complicated. If a company 
chooses to use products 
containing fiber from forests 
that have not been certified, they 
should (1) ensure that this fiber 
comes from low-risk regions, (2) 
understand that uncertified fiber 
generally has fewer assurances 
than fiber from certified forests, 
and (3) be prepared to perform 
the due diligence necessary to 
verify that their fiber has been 
responsibly sourced.
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SPECIAL: A DEEPER DIVE ON CERTIFICATION 
Certification is one tool and a voluntary mechanism that uses agreed-upon standards to provide as
surance for fiber in the supply chain. Such standards typically address environmental, economic, and 
social features like fiber origin, avoiding controversial sources, harvesting practices, worker conditions, 
etc. A third-party auditor is used to assess conformity to the standard and to provide confidence for 
companies and their consumers that certified products are sourced ‘sustainably’ (i.e. in accordance 
with the certification standard).41 

‘Certification’ is a term so ubiquitous in corporate sustainability language that its meaning sometimes 
gets lost or confused. Fundamentally, there are three main types of certifications available for most 
forest products42: 

Certification Type: Applies To: 

Forest Management certifications are directed at a specific area 
of forest (e.g. stand, parcel, or thousands of acres) and confirm that 
the land it is being managed in accordance with a particular set of 
standards.

Forest Land

Wood Procurement certifications help to ensure there are controls in 
place to mitigate risk, especially when fiber is procured from forests 
that are not certified to a forest management standard. This type 
of certification primarily applies to manufacturers and suppliers of 
wood and fiber-based products. It does not apply to the forest itself. 
These certifications will typically have more requirements for primary 
producers and will outline acceptable harvesting practices, require 
risk assessments to be conducted and due diligence systems to be 
developed (to confirm fiber does not originate from unacceptable or 
controversial sources). See Appendix I.

Suppliers / 
Manufacturers 

Chain of Custody (CoC) certifications provide a mechanism for tracking 
fiber from certified forests, as well as information such as amount/
volume, species, ownership, use, etc. through the supply chain.*

Suppliers / 
Manufacturers

*Chain of Custody certifications allow for a mix of fiber from recycled feedstocks, certified forests management 
and forests that have not been certified. When this mixing occurs wood procurement certification is often 
required to ensure that the fiber from forests that have not certified is responsibly sourced.
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SPECIAL: THE U.S. LACEY ACT
The Lacey Act is a United States conservation law that makes it illegal 
to acquire, transport, sell, purchase, export, or import any fish, wildlife, 
or plant species that are taken or traded in violation of US or foreign 
law.43,44 The 2008 amendment to this law, which broadened the 
definition to include plants and plant products, has helped to reduce 
imports of illegally harvested wood into the United States. Currently, 
the law covers all species and their parts or products protected by the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES), as well as species protected by US State and 
Indian law.45 

Illegal logging often occurs in countries without robust laws and 
effective enforcement. In 2013, 85% of illegal wood came from three 
producer countries. Approximately 50% of illegal wood originated in 
Indonesia, 25% in Brazil, and 10% in Malaysia.46 Because poor 
governance and corruption is often associated with these types of 
activities, illegal logging most often occurs in producer countries 
without clear legal frameworks and effective law enforcement 
(see related mapping efforts: Corruption Perceptions Index, Forest 
Governance and Legality and Timber Sourcing Hub; see Appendix I).47,48  

The impacts of illegal logging are far-reaching. Such practices can result in ecosystem 
degradation, species loss, permanent forest conversion (deforestation), increased erosion, 
changes in water quality, etc. On a global scale, these activities are so commonplace that the 
consequences of illegal logging are accelerating climate change.49,50 For example, in 2018 tropical 
deforestation accounted for 8% of global anthropogenic emissions.51 Beyond the environmental 
consequences, illegal logging has considerable social and economic repercussions. Such practices 
deplete forest resources and undermine land and use rights, which in turn harm local peoples 
and communities. Illegality also contributes to organized crime, results in a loss of tax revenue, 
and distorts global, especially legal, wood markets.52,53,54 Take, for instance, forestry crimes (i.e. 
corporate crimes and illegal logging) which according to 2016 INTERPOL data, accounted for an 
estimated 51 billion to 152 billion dollars per year.55

One of the most well-known Lacey Act violations in recent years was by the American 
manufacturer, Gibson Guitar. After investigations into two allegations that Gibson ordered, 
purchased, or imported illegally harvested wood from India and Madagascar, Gibson 
reached a criminal enforcement agreement with the U.S. Department of Justice which 
resulted in a $300,000 fine, a $50,000 community service payment to the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation, the surrender of $261,844 worth of seized illegal wood and the required 
implementation of a compliance program.56,57 Some viewed this agreement as an important 
demonstration of the effectiveness of the Lacey Act, as well as a case study for the reputational 
and legal risks that companies face if they choose to ignore the law or fail to perform adequate 
due diligence.58 
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Section II: 
How To Verify Fiber Has Been 
Responsibly Sourced
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THE RESPONSIBLE SOURCING PROCESS
Outlined in this section are four basic steps in a responsible sourcing process. These steps are 
general by design and intended to help companies understand where the Guide’s concepts can 
be applied.

LEVEL-SET AND ESTABLISH BASELINE 
INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN. 
Supply chains are often complex and it may 
be daunting for companies new to responsible 
sourcing to know where to begin. Collecting useful 
information to promote supply chain traceability, 
establish the country(ies) of harvest, and cultivate an 
understanding of potential risks, etc. is an important 
first step that will help companies set goals, engage 
their supply chain, and improve their sourcing 
strategies over time.

DEFINE GOALS AND ACCEPTABLE SOURCES.
Setting measurable, time-bound goals helps a 
company clearly define “responsible sourcing” and 
manage progress towards their goals. Once a set of 
goals is defined, companies often find it helpful to outline clearly what fiber sources are preferred or 
acceptable as well as their expectations for suppliers. This process can help to create a transparent 
framework for rewarding compliance and addressing any possible non-compliance.

ENGAGE THE SUPPLY CHAIN AGAINST SET GOALS
By this phase, companies should have clarity on what they want to achieve, how it will get there, 
by when and with whom. That is to say, companies are now prepared to actively engage with their 
supply chain. 

Some companies require their suppliers to complete questionnaires as a way to ensure compliance, 
mitigate risks, and confirm that the fiber they receive is coming from responsible sources. The 
example questionnaire provided in this guide was designed to help companies consider what 
information to collect – based on their supply chain realities, goals, and the Guiding Principles. 

Depending on the circumstances, some companies may leverage additional tools to gain further 
information about their fiber supply. Innovative tools such as Forests in Focus, offer insights into 
sustainability criteria that can be used as part of a company’s due diligence process.

ASSESS AND REPORT ON PROGRESS TOWARDS GOALS. IDENTIFY OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
IMPROVEMENT. ADJUST STRATEGIES ACCORDINGLY. 
As a result of improved supply chain transparency and visibility, companies may find that they 
can more easily identify key information related to fiber origin, potential risks, and performance 
measures that are most critical to achieving responsible sourcing goals. Effective assessment, 
reporting and adjustment can help companies mitigate environmental risks, build trust with 
customers and create more resilient supply systems.

Please refer to the Resources section for additional information related to any of the above phases.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES EXPLAINED

The VRS Guiding Principles are designed to communicate the most important responsible 
sourcing concepts and should serve as the guideposts for responsible sourcing. Because 
responsible sourcing can be accomplished in many ways; the guiding principles are 
intentionally non-prescriptive. 

Broadly, responsible sources of fiber are those that are:
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QUESTIONS TO ASK YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN

The following questions are designed to address the four guiding principles and help 
companies build traceability into their supply chain, exclude controversial sources, and 
ensure that the wood fiber they receive aligns with their sourcing policies. That said, while 
the questions reflect the typical procurement rationale of brands, retailers, converters, and 
manufacturers, etc. they are not necessarily exhaustive. If fiber is procured from higher-risk 
regions or from secondary producers who source from other secondary producers, additional 
information and work will likely be required (see Appendix I). 

HOW TO USE THE EXAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE

Before using the questionnaire, companies may find it useful to list and group all their suppliers into 
primary and secondary producer categories. Doing so may help companies visualize the complexity 
of their supply chain and evaluate how much additional information may be needed (e.g. in the case 
that a secondary producer sources fiber from many other secondary producers). 

If companies choose to require their suppliers to complete a questionnaire, they should require 
that all applicable questions are answered. Incomplete responses or missing documentation may 
indicate a breakdown in communication, a potential risk, or an item that needs additional attention. 

Following questionnaire completion, responses should be reviewed to ensure that (1) information 
is complete and accurate, and (2) that the fiber contained in the product meets your company’s 
sourcing requirements (and the VRS Guiding Principles). 

Beside each question, relevant guiding principles are indicated with their initials. The questions 
with brown squares beside them are intended for primary producers, and the questions with beige 
squares are intended for secondary producers. If both squares are present, the question is applicable 
to both producer (i.e. supplier) types. As illustrated below:  

A primary producer is ‘Any facility that uses roundwood or that sources most of their wood-based 
materials directly from a forest’. 

A secondary producer is a ‘facility that sources most of their wood-based materials from primary or 
secondary producers’.59 
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SUPPLY CHAIN QUESTIONNAIRE
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SUPPLY CHAIN QUESTIONNAIRE CONTINUED
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TOOLS FOR SUPPORTING DUE DILIGENCE  
The supply chain questionnaire is an important due diligence mechanism that helps companies 
identify and mitigate risks, and confirm that the fiber that they receive is coming from responsible 
sources. That said, every sourcing situation is different. Depending on the circumstances, some 
companies may leverage tools and resources as a way to provide additional assurances to themselves 
and their customers (see Appendix I). For example, brands and retailers sourcing from higher-risk 
countries may use DNA analysis to corroborate supplier information, while suppliers and forest 
owners in high-risk regions may use satellite imagery to monitor forest cover and ensure illegal 
harvesting is not occurring within their lands.

Forests in Focus is a US-based information management tool that helps companies meet their 
sourcing goals by providing sustainability insights into the landscapes where new wood and fiber 
is sourced. Forests in Focus leverages trusted data from the USDA Forest Service, NatureServe, and 
others to deliver risk assessments at a landscape-level (across certified and uncertified parcels). 
These assessments are based on seven key sustainability criteria and give members the information 
they need to:

•	 Create a more complete picture of the forests where they source
•	 Deepen their understanding of important environmental issues
•	 Engage their supply chain in a productive, data-driven dialog
•	 Invest in projects which deliver measurable conservation outcomes on the ground
•	 Demonstrate environmental stewardship
•	 Include family forests as a source for meeting responsible sourcing goals

The tool also serves as an important collaboration mechanism that connects state agencies, 
conservation organizations, and family forest owners with industry -- driving meaningful investments 
into conservation impact work.

Forests in Focus is a project of GreenBlue’s Sustainable Packaging Coalition (SPC) and the American 
Forest Foundation (AFF). It was developed in collaboration with the following founding industry 
members: 

For more information please visit: https://forestsinfocus.com/
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APPENDIX I. RESOURCES
Resources either provide supplemental information or help users perform due diligence (via 
third-party certification, tools, technologies, etc). The four columns on the right indicate relevance 
to each of the four guiding principles. 
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*This is not an exhaustive list. The mention of specific companies, documents, or tools does not imply 
endorsement by GreenBlue, or a preference over other similar resources not mentioned. Descriptions 
were taken directly from the source whenever possible.
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APPENDIX II. KEY & GLOSSARY
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