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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background  

The need for clarity on assessing high conservation value destruction in the past 

There are best practices for assessing existing high conservation values (HCVs) in the present with 

the goal of protecting and enhancing those values. There is not clear advice on how to assess HCVs 

when they have already been lost, damaged, or destroyed. FSC has been in communication with the 

High Conservation Network (HCVN) in the past to receive recommendations on how to address such 

cases. FSC has identified the need for a formal process to guide experts in determining destruction 

of HCVs under the Policy for Association (PfA) and determining HCVs for the purpose of restoration 

under the FSC Remedy Framework. FSC works with a variety of service providers who may have 

varying understandings and methodologies for achieving the goal. This puts a burden on FSC staff to 

pass on the knowledge of best practices onto each provider and can lead to results of varying format 

and quality. The present document seeks to address these issues.  

Development process and normative status of work products 

Situations such this issue ay arise where the FSC Secretariat develops additional materials to 

support the implementation of normative documents. This may come in the form of frequently asked 

questions documents, technical clarification documents, audio/visual materials, presentations, 

service agreements, memorandums of understanding, internal standard operating procedures, 

guidance, or other materials.  

While guidance is acknowledged and defined in PRO-01-001 as ñtechnical information outlining some 

means of conformity with a set of FSC requirements. Guidance in the FSC system is considered 

informative onlyò, there is no set process for developing guidance. Depending on the need and 

available resources, guidance may be developed with varying degrees of formality and approval. This 

is not a normative document, meaning its usage is not enforced by a normative requirement.  

In late 2024, FSC approached the High Conservation Value Network to collaborate in conversations 

about best practices, and then on the elaboration of a draft document which could meet FSCôs needs 

for a guidance document.  

This document contains the results of this process. FSC considers this a Draft 0 document, which 

can serve the intended purpose, but which contains areas identified for further need for clarification. 

Those areas for clarification are denoted with commentary in this document in orange text. 

Next steps  

The development of this document was envisioned as a two phase project. The FSC Secretariat 

believes the document is technically sound in its recommendations, but that it can be improved upon 

in the areas discussed below. It is envisioned that these conversations will take place in a technical 

working group, followed by a public consultation and final draft. This process will take place in 2026.  

Review of the methodology through the lens of PfA investigations 

The present draft focuses more heavily on the use case for the FSC Remedy Framework, including 

some of the specific steps and role involved in that process. Because PfA disassociation cases for 

destruction of HCV can lead into cases to remedy the harms caused by that destruction according to 

the Remedy Framework, it is important to have an aligned guidance for all such assessments.There 

are two possible use cases for PfA investigation, as follows: 

¶ As a desk-based GIS analysis, to gather additional evidence, mainly when a defendant is 
not cooperative, or has no more control over the area, etc. 
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¶ As part of a full investigation, involving the defendant as much as possible, possibly with 
on-the-ground truthing (though possibly still with some accessibility limits). 
 

For these use cases, however, not all content of this Guidance could be applied. Where fieldwork 
activities are not part of the investigation work, the following sections of this Guidance are 
particularly relevant for such desk-based PfA investigations. 
 

¶ Activities described in PART 2 Section 4.1 Preparatory work phase (sub-section a, b, c and 
d). 

¶ Assessment themes covered in PART 1 Section 3, Section 4 (including Annex 1 and 2), 
Section 5, Section 6, and Section 7 - without the sections and their respective content 
pertaining to field data collection and/or analysis. 

Notes are made throughout the document as to where further alignment is needed.  

Spectrum of HCV loss versus damage versus destruction 

In the FSC normative framework, there are references to loss of HCVs, as well as damage or 

destruction of HCVs. In the next steps, it would be imperative for this methodology to provide 

guidance about how to assess these different levels, as there are varying consequences. For 

example, a loss of HCV could be cause for a corrective action in a forest management scenario, 

whereas, if it is proven that loss amounts to active destruction, it would be cause for disassociation.  

Alignment with existing requirements 

This document has undergone a diligent development process. Nevertheless, some of the concepts, 

specifically related to the Remedy Framework, are complex and evolving. An extensive check has 

not been done on the document to check for alignment, for example, with the requirements regarding 

free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) in determining loss of HCVs in comparison to another piece 

of draft guidance, the FPIC Implementation in the FSC Remedy Framework. If a misalignment were 

to be found, that earlier published document would prevail in questions of FPIC.  

In addition, the relationship and sequencing of HCV loss assessments within the baseline assessment 

phase of the Remedy Framework needs clarification. Some of the requirements of the baseline 

assessments overlap with what the HCV assessment coversðfor example natural forest, and land 

cover and land use, which are in both under environmental baseline assessments; ecosystem services 

affecting communities, cultural values, and community needs, which are under social baseline 

assessments. All of them are already covered under HCVs.  

Finally, there is a challenge presented in the alignment of impact area and the Area of Assessment 

regarding the sequencing of the identification of impact areas, especially the verification of FPIC in this 

phase, which happens prior to the baseline assessment phase, when HCV loss is assessed. 

Considering that the delineation of Impact Areas occurs at the very beginning of the process, reflecting 

from HCVNôs observation after reviewing over 300 HCV assessment and HCV-HCS assessment 

reports in last 10 years, the definition and final delineation of the AOI may change as the assessment 

progresses, particularly when best practice is for the assessors to proactively seek and address 

stakeholder input, which could directly concern the definition of impact areas. 

HCVN recommends FSC explore ways and mechanisms that allow insights and results from the 

baseline assessments to feed back into the defined Impact Areas, ensuring these areas remain 

accurate and reflective of all relevant findings.  

 

 

 

https://connect.fsc.org/sites/default/files/2025-07/FPIC_Indicators_Draft0.pdf
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FSC extends gratitude to all who participated in the development of the document. For 

questions or concerns, please contact the Alternative Dispute Resolution & Remedy team at 

remedy@fsc.org.  

  

mailto:remedy@fsc.org
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INTRODUCTION  

Since its inception in October 1993, FSC has maintained a firm stance against the conversion of natural 

forests. Over the past decade, FSC has developed and updated several key policy and procedure 

documents, notably the Policy for Association and the Policy to Address Conversion, which ultimately 

led to the creation of the FSC Remedy Framework. 

The Remedy Framework procedures address unacceptable activities as stipulated by the FSC-POL-

01-004 V2 Policy for Association, FSC-POL-01-004 V3 Policy for Association, and instances of 

conversion as stipulated by the FSC-POL-01-007 V1-0 Policy to Address Conversion. One of the key 

requirements outlined in these procedures is to remedy social and environmental harms caused, in 

which steps to identify High Conservation Values (HCVs) that have been harmed should be 

undertaken.  

The Remedy Framework procedures require the reliance on best practice guidelines and the use of 

best available information, particularly in establishing the process to conduct baseline assessments - 

including assessing HCV Loss covering all six categories of HCVs. Existing best practice guidelines 

for HCV assessments primarily address HCV identification at the present/current time when HCVs are 

still present, to inform management activities. However, the Remedy Framework requires information 

resulting from HCV assessments to also determine whether HCVs were present in the past; what 

those HCVs were; and the extent of HCV loss incurred.  This is estimated by comparing the current 

HCV presence and condition to the HCV presence and condition(s) prior to the unacceptable activities, 

and/or conversion of natural forest or other natural ecosystems to other land uses. 

Note: Future alignment of the document is needed to better reflect usage in PfA cases.  
 

Over the past years, FSC and the HCV Network Secretariat have engaged in discussions on the topics 

of loss of HCV, assessment methodology, and on improving the quality of HCV assessments. Later, 

HCVN was contracted by FSC for the development of this Draft 0 guidance document.  

OBJECTIVES  

This guidance outlines best practice methodologies in identification of past HCVs that existed at the 

time immediately before commencement of the unacceptable activities, and in assessment of HCV 

loss when the current HCV presence and condition is compared to the presence and condition(s) prior 

to conversion and/or unacceptable activities, as required per Part 2 Section 7 of FSC-PRO-01-004 V1-

0 and FSC-PRO-01-007 V1-0 

Alongside existing guidance for present day HCV identification, this guide should enable FSC to uphold 

robust, consistent and credible processes, such as in the case of Remedy Framework cases. 

Note: Future alignment of the document is needed to better reflect usage in PfA cases. 

SCOPE 

The concept of High Conservation Values was first introduced by the Forest Stewardship Council 

(FSC) in 1999 under Principle 9 of its certification standards, aiming to ensure that areas with 

exceptional environmental or social importance within forest management units (FMU) were 

adequately safeguarded. Initially termed as High Conservation Value Forest (HCVF), per FSC-POL-

01-004 V2 Policy for Association and FSC-STD-01-002 (V1-0), High Conservation Value Forests are 

those that possess one or more of the following attributes: 

a) forest areas containing globally, regionally or nationally significant:  

https://connect.fsc.org/system-integrity/fsc-remedy-framework


 

 

Page 11 of 84  METHODOLOGY FOR IDENTIFICATION OF PAST HCVS AND ASSESSING HCV LOSS  

 Draft 0 

- concentrations of biodiversity values (e.g. endemism, endangered species, 

refugia); and/or 

- large landscape level forests, contained within, or containing the management 

unit, where viable populations of most if not all naturally occurring species 

exist in natural patterns of distribution and abundance 

b) forest areas that are in or contain rare, threatened or endangered ecosystems. 

c) forest areas that provide basic services of nature in critical situations (e.g. watershed 

protection, erosion control). 

d) forest areas fundamental to meeting basic needs of local communities (e.g. subsistence, 

health) and/or critical to local communitiesô traditional cultural identity (areas of cultural, 

ecological, economic or religious significance identified in cooperation with such local 

communities). 

The HCV approach quickly demonstrated relevance beyond forestry. By 2001, tools were developed 

to apply the concept in non-forest landscapes, and in 2005, the High Conservation Value Resource 

Network - now the HCV Network, was established to support its consistent and credible application 

across various sectors. Over time, HCVs have become integral to a range of Voluntary Sustainability 

Standards and Commodity Initiatives ðincluding those for agriculture, among others in commodities 

such as palm oil, soy, cotton, sugar and rubber. 

An HCV is a biological, ecological, social or cultural value of outstanding significance or critical 

importance. There are six categories of HCVs, as follows: 

HCV 1: SPECIES DIVERSITY 

Concentrations of biological diversity including endemic species, and rare, threatened or endangered 

species, that are significant at global, regional or national levels. 

HCV 2: LANDSCAPE-LEVEL ECOSYSTEMS, ECOSYSTEM MOSAICS AND IFL 

Large landscape-level ecosystems, ecosystem mosaics and Intact Forest Landscapes (IFL) that are 

significant at global, regional or national levels, and that contain viable populations of the great majority 

of the naturally occurring species in natural patterns of distribution and abundance. 

HCV 3: ECOSYSTEMS AND HABITATS 

Rare, threatened, or endangered ecosystems, habitats and refugia. 

HCV 4: ECOSYSTEM SERVICES 

Basic ecosystem services in critical situations, including protection of water catchments and control of 

erosion of vulnerable soils and slopes. 

HCV 5: COMMUNITY NEEDS 

Sites and resources fundamental for satisfying the basic necessities of local communities or Indigenous 

Peoples (for livelihoods, health, nutrition, water, etc.), identified through engagement with these 

communities or Indigenous Peoples. 

HCV 6: CULTURAL VALUES 

Sites, resources, habitats and landscapes of global or national cultural, archaeological or historical 

significance, and/or of critical cultural, ecological, economic or religious/sacred importance for the 

traditional cultures of local communities or Indigenous Peoples, identified through engagement with 

these local communities or Indigenous Peoples. 
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NOTE: The HCV concept applies to all ecosystems, including HCV areas in savannahs, grasslands, 

peatlands and wetlands - not only to natural forests and forest plantations. 

REFERENCES 

The following documents are indispensable for the application of this document. 

For references without a version number, the latest version of the referenced document (including 

any amendments) applies: 

FSC-POL-01-004 V2 Policy for Association  

FSC-POL-01-004 V3 Policy for Association  

FSC-POL-01-007 V1-0 Policy to Address Conversion 

FSC-PRO-01-009 Processing FSC Policy for Association Complaints Procedure 

FSC-STD-60-004 V2-1 EN International Generic Indicators 

FSC-PRO-01-004 V1-0 FSC Remedy Framework Procedure, enabling association 

FSC-PRO-01-007 V1-0 FSC Remedy Framework Procedure, enabling certification and 

association 

FSC-GUI-30-011 FSC Guidance for Stakeholder Engagement 

FSC-GUI 30-003 EN V2-0 FPIC Guidelines 

FSC-GUI-60-009 V1-0 EN Guidance for Standard Development Groups: Developing National 

High Conservation Value Frameworks 

FSC-GUI-60-009a V1-0 EN Template for National HCV Frameworks 

FSC-GUI-30-009 V1-0 EN HCV Guidance for Managers 

FSC-GUI-30-010 V1-0 EN IFL Guidance for Managers 

Forest management interpretations, INT-STD-60-004_05 (pages 100-101) 

Principle of the HCV Approach 

Common Guidance for the Identification of HCV 

FSC-DIR-20-007_EN_FM_Evaluations, ADV-20-007-02 Certification of Primary Forests 

The latest HCV assessment manual  

 

  

https://fsc.org/sites/default/files/2019-08/FSC-POL-01-004_V2-0_EN_Policy_for_Association.pdf
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/368
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/1445
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/329
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/1458
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/1444
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/491
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/332
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/423
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/423
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/425
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/422
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/424
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/381
https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library/principles-of-the-hcv-approach
https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library/common-guidance-for-the-identification-of-hcv-english-indonesian-french-portuguese
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/394
https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library
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TERMS AND DEFINITIONS  

Note: The use of asterisks (*) is related to defined terms found in the FSC Remedy Framework.  

Assessment Area, Area of Interest and Impact Area 

The identification of HCVs in the present day usually takes place in an assessment area - often equal 

to an FMU held by an Organization for timber and/or NTFP harvesting purposes, and always includes 

the consideration of the wider landscape, a practice embodied as one of the Principles of the HCV 

Approach and Criterion 6.8 in FSC Principles and Criteria.  What this wider landscape consideration 

means is that an extended area surrounding the assessed FMU is considered relevant to the social 

and/or environmental aspects of the assessment due to the likelihood that presence of and impacts on 

HCVs do not stop at the FMU boundary. Understanding of the wider landscape context is essential for 

interpreting historical land cover and for accurately identifying ecosystems that may have been lost or 

impacts on communities that extended beyond historical concession boundaries. 

Note: Forest Management Unit (FMU) is used throughout the document, which was standardly 

used by FSC in the past. Management Unit (MU) may include non-forest ecosystems. In the next 

stage of development, the proper alignment of terminology will be determined.  

In HCV Approach terms, and in a forestry context, the term assessment area refers to areas within the 

organisationôs FMU(s) assessed for HCV presence. The wider landscape plus the assessment area 

makes up what is termed the Area of Interest (AOI) of the HCV assessment. 

On the other hand, FSC Remedy Framework Procedures require maps and inventories of past and 

current HCVs status in all sites and extended impact areas. In FSC terms, Impact Areas are defined 

as follows: 

Impact Areas: Areas affected by conversion* or unacceptable activities*. (Source: FSC-PRO-01-007 

V1) For the purposes of this document, this term refers to areas affected by unacceptable activities*, 

which includes conversion of natural forest cover*.ò 

 Impact Areas may extend beyond the FMUôs boundary into the wider landscape, and may also evolve 

along the timeframe, from the time when unacceptable activities by the Organization began and the 

present day.  

In this sense, for the purpose of assessing HCV loss, the equivalent term for ñimpact areasò under the 

HCV Approach is the Area of Interest (AOI). 

Affected communities, affected rights-holders and Impacted Rights holders  

Furthermore, within the Impact Area, a current HCV assessment following the current HCV Approach 

terms will consider engagement with ñaffected communitiesò, defined as Indigenous Peoples and local 

communities (incl. traditional peoples), and inhabitants with legal or customary ownership and/or usage 

rights over any of the land and resources that may be (and/or have been) affected directly or indirectly 

by the operational activities within the FMU. In the context of the Remedy Framework, ñaffected 

communitiesò includes both ñAffected right holdersò and/or ñImpacted right holdersò as defined below, 

whichever applicable.  

Affected rights holders* is a term defined in the FSC-STD-60-004 V2-0 International Generic Indicators. 

This definition is maintained in the FSC Remedy Framework. It refers to individuals or groups with legal 

or customary rights* whose Free, Prior and Informed Consent* is required to determine management 

decisions, and who are affected by conversion* and/or unacceptable activities*. 

Impacted rights holders* is a new term used in the FSC Remedy Framework to refer to individuals or 

groups with legal or customary rights* who have suffered harm* caused by conversion* and/or 

unacceptable activities*. This is a broader group than affected rights holders* because the Free, Prior, 

https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library/principles-of-the-hcv-approach
https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library/principles-of-the-hcv-approach
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/392
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and Informed Consent* of all impacted rights holders* may not be required to determine management 

decisions. This group includes affected rights holders*. 

Assessor and Practitioner 

The term ñassessorò used in this Guidance refers to the Independent Assessor* - an expert entity 

without conflict of interest who is not subject to The Organizations or the corporate groupôsô authority, 

influence, or control, as defined by the FSC Remedy Framework. 

Where the term Practitioner is used in this document, it refers to any person conducting the HCV 

identification following this guidance and manual for assessing HCV loss, where the FSC Remedy 

Framework does not require an Independent Assessor to conduct the assessment.   

Note: Future alignment of the document is needed to better reflect usage in PfA cases. 

The Organization 

The person or entity holding or applying for certification and therefore responsible for demonstrating 

compliance with the requirements upon which FSC certification is based (Source: FSC-STD-01-001 

V5-2.) 

Note: Future alignment of the document is needed to take into account the use of the term ñcorporate 

groupò in remedy and PfA cases.  

Loss of HCV 

The term óloss of HCVô refers to the result of conversion* and/or unacceptable activities* causing 

destruction of HCVs* and resulting in ólasting change of HCV* areasô, as defined in the FSC Policy for 

Association (FSC-POL-01-004 V3-0) and FSC Policy to Address Conversion (FSC-POL-01-007 V1-0): 

Conversion 

Note: There are different relevant definitions of conversion depending on when the conversion took 

place and the context of the use of the definition (i.e., for certification or association).  

From December 1994-December 2020: For certification purposes, conversion is defined as change 

from natural forests to plantations or other land uses. (Source: Based on Criterion 6.10 of FSC-STD-

01-001 V5-2).  

This level of conversion does not presume the destruction of HCVs.  

From July 2009-January 2023: In the PfA, conversion is defined as rapid or gradual removal of natural 

forest, semi-natural forest or other wooded ecosystems such as woodlands and savannahs to meet 

other land needs, such as plantations (e.g. pulpwood, oil palm or coffee), agriculture, pasture, urban 

settlements, industry or mining. This process is usually irreversible. 

That conversion is considered significant in any case of: 

o Conversion of High Conservation Value Forests 

o Conversion of more than 10% of the forest areas under the organization's responsibility in the past 

5 years 

o Conversion of more than 10,000 ha of forests under the organization's responsibility in the past 5 

years 

From January 2021: For certification purposes, conversion is defined as a lasting change of natural 

forest cover or High Conservation Value areas* induced by human activity*. This may be characterized 

by significant loss of species diversity*, habitat diversity, structural complexity, ecosystem functionality 

or livelihoods and cultural values. The definition of conversion covers gradual forest degradation* as 

well as rapid forest transformation. 
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From January 2023, conversion of natural forest is considered an unacceptable activity and defined as 

a lasting change of natural forest cover induced by human activity. This covers gradual forest 

degradation as well as rapid forest transformation.  

Å Induced by human activity: In contrast to drastic changes caused by natural calamities like 

hurricanes or volcanic eruptions. It also applies in cases of naturally ignited fires where human 

activities (e.g., draining of peatlands) have significantly increased the risk of fire.  

Å Lasting change of natural forest cover: Permanent or long-term change of natural forest 

cover. Temporary changes of forest cover or structure (e.g., harvesting followed by 

regeneration in accordance with the FSC normative framework) is not considered conversion 

of natural forest cover.  

Unacceptable Activities: As listed in the Policy for Association V2-0:  

a) Illegal logging or the trade in illegal wood or forest products  

b) Violation of traditional and human rights in forestry operations  

c) Destruction of high conservation values in forestry operations  

d) Significant conversion of forests to plantations or non-forest use  

e) Introduction of genetically modified organisms in forestry operations  

f) Violation of any of the ILO Core Conventions 

Unacceptable Activities: As listed in the Policy for Association V3:  

a) Illegal harvesting or illegal trade* in forest products*  

b) Violation of customary* or human rights* within the forestry or forest products sector*  

c) Violation of workersô rights* and principles defined in the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work within the forestry or forest 

products sector*  

d) Destruction of High Conservation Values* (HCVs) in forests or High Conservation Value 

areas*  

e) Conversion of natural forest cover*  

f) Use of genetically modified* organisms in forestry operations for any other purposes than 

research.  

Destruction of High Conservation Values and High Conservation Value Forests  

Lasting change of any of the High Conservation Values*. This may be characterized by significant loss 

of species diversity*, habitat diversity, structural complexity, ecosystem functionality or livelihoods and 

cultural values. Temporary changes that do not negatively and permanently impact the values (e.g., 

harvesting followed by regeneration in accordance with Principle 9) are not considered a lasting 

change. 

Lasting change of High Conservation Value* areas: Permanent or long-term* change of any of the High 

Conservation Values*, precluded from naturally reverting back towards pre-conversion conditions. 

Temporary changes of HCV areas that do not negatively and permanently impact the values (e.g. 

harvesting followed by regeneration in accordance with Principle 9) is not considered a lasting change. 
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HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT  

The first part of this document is the guidance. Each section is organised around the themes or 

activities covered, why these are necessary or, in some cases, why they may not be appropriate, and 

how they can be addressed effectively using best practices. This structured approach aims to help 

users navigate the assessment of loss of HCVs with greater confidence, ensuring the use of best 

available data and best practices in analysing data to substantiate the assessment results. 

Illustrative case scenarios designed to demonstrate optimal applications of the methodology are 

included and common challenges and problematic applications of the methodology are also addressed. 

The second part of this document is a manual for assessors, with a series of sequenced steps to 

maintain rigour and ensure effective and appropriate stakeholder involvement in the identification of 

past HCVs and determining the loss of HCVs. The manual also serves as a planning tool to help a user 

organise the assessment process from start to finish, resulting in final conclusions that are 

substantiated by evidence, coherent and technically sound. 

Note: Future alignment of the document is needed to better reflect usage in PfA cases. 

PART 1: GUIDANCE  

1.  Scope and Context of the Guidance  

Understanding the scope of this guidance is essential to ensuring it is applied as intended. Each 

assessment case will have its own unique context, which should be established through a consistent 

methodology and best practices before proceeding. The recommended approach will be outlined in 

this guidance. 

It is important to note that this guidance does not cover the full identification of current HCVs, although 

this is an essential step to assess the loss of HCVs over time. The identification and mapping of current 

HCVs is conducted in the present-day context ðit is a snapshot in time of when the assessment is 

conducted. It makes HCV data available, enabling decision-making and adaptive management 

practices to prevent loss, degradation, and restrictions on access to HCVs, thereby facilitating a better 

understanding of community rights and conservation priorities. The best practice in identification of 

current HCVs follows the Common Guidance for the Identification of High Conservation Values and its 

respective HCV Assessment Manual. Further, the FSC-GUI-60-009 is a reference especially to the 

national HCV Frameworks in the National Forest Stewardship Standards.  

To maintain consistency with existing HCV guidance for the use of the HCV Approach, this guidance 

and manual adopt common terms relevant to HCV assessments for current conditions see Terms 

and Definitions. 

1.1 Identification of the past HCVs 

The identification of past HCVs is an exercise which blends both desk- based and field-based work to 

collect data that informs the fullest picture of the past presence, nature, extent and condition of HCVs 

of all categories in the AOI, at a specific target point in time informed by the case in question. It is 

based on the best available information gathered following best practices as outlined in this guidance 

and its corresponding manual.  

Note: Future alignment of the document is needed to better reflect usage in PfA cases. 

Identification of past HCVs is conducted as a participatory process for identifying social and ecological 

values that existed in the past. Data used encompasses primary information collected through diverse 

methods, including field surveys, satellite imagery interpretation, historical timelines and any previously 

https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library/common-guidance-for-the-identification-of-hcv-english-indonesian-french-portuguese
https://www.hcvnetwork.org/library/hcv-assessment-manual-2021
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undertaken participatory mapping exercises prior to the HCVs identification, information exchange with 

impacted rights holders, relevant experts, the Organization, and other interested stakeholders, as well 

as space and time-relevant secondary information. 

Note: The use of the ñOrganizationò must be aligned in the document. In cases related to the 

Policy for Association and remedy for violations of the Policy for Association, the use of the 

term may or may not be applicable to companies included in the scope of the assessment.  

1.2 Assessment of HCV Loss 

The Assessment of HCV Loss is the next step where potential losses of HCVs as a direct and indirect 

result of unacceptable activities, including conversion of natural forest cover* are identified by 

comparing past HCV presence, nature, extent and condition against data on current HCVs.  

Assessment of HCV Loss looks at whether and to what extent past values are still present, have been 

completely lost, altered, degraded, restricted or made inaccessible in some way, and informs where 

the understanding of their status (in what conditions those HCVs are) may also need to be updated. 

Whenever assessments of HCV Loss are conducted in areas currently or previously owned and/or 

used by Indigenous Peoples, traditional peoples and local communities with legal or customary rights, 

their free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) is required to conduct the assessment, and they have the 

right to participate in the assessment activities including information exchange through different 

methods, including providing historical timeline record, participatory mapping exercises, and the final 

stakeholders engagement of the applicable process in which the information they provided is used to 

draw conclusions.   

2.  Assumptions, limitations, and safeguards of the methodology 

proposed  

The guidance for identifying past HCVs and assessing HCV loss is primarily designed to provide best 

practices to follow, but due to the variety of scenarios, HCV categories and details to consider, it is not 

without limitations. The following points outline key constraints, underlying assumptions, and practical 

safeguards, as well as challenges in applying the guidance. 

1. Estimation of loss cannot address ongoing conversion scenarios 
The proposed methodology intends to reconstruct past conditions and quantify historical 
loss of HCV areas. It is not intended to monitor active land-use changes in real time. While 
ongoing conversion is highly relevant for conservation and management, it requires 
different monitoring tools and datasets. Attempting to merge historical reconstruction with 
real-time tracking can compromise clarity and lead to conflated results. 
 

2. Exclusion of harm or liability quantification 
This guidance on assessment of loss of HCVs does not address the identification and 
quantification of harms or liabilities which are outside the scope of this document. This 
guidance focuses on changes in HCV presence and does not translate these losses to 
harms. Harm assessment requires separate guidance covering appropriate methodology. 

 
3. Partial coverage of environmental baseline information 

While HCV 1, 2, 3, and 4 address environmental values including biodiversity, 
ecosystems, and ecosystem services, this guidance and its contents are not intended to 
replace or replicate broader Environmental Baseline Assessments. It will not capture every 
environmental parameter that might be relevant for impact assessment, such as soil 
condition, detailed hydrological modelling, or greenhouse gas accounting. The focus 
remains on HCV category specific attributes. 

 
4. Partial coverage of social and cultural values 
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Similarly, while HCV 4, 5, and 6 encompass ecosystem services affecting communities, 
cultural values, and community needs, this guidance does not attempt to cover all aspects 
typically addressed in Social Baseline Assessmentsðsuch as land tenure, social risk 
analysis, or development trends. These elements require complementary assessments to 
provide a complete social context. 

 
5. Scientific rigour and practicality, the challenges in obtaining and using the best 

available data 
High scientific standards demand robust, peer-reviewed data, but practitioners often work 
with mixed-quality datasets, local knowledge, or historical records with gaps. This often 
results in collected data sources varying widely in nature, quality, format, and 
completeness. 
 
This guidance assumes use of the best available data, yet ñbestò may be relative, 
especially if datasets are difficult or time-consuming to access, scarce, outdated, or 
inconsistent. This creates a tension between precision and practical feasibility. For 
example, practitioners may need to rely on stakeholder engagement to surface local 
knowledge, on extrapolation from similar habitats, or on imperfect historical records when 
robust scientific data or well-documented records of practices over long periods simply do 
not exist. 

6. Comparability and compatibility of data over time 
Older data sets may have been captured using methodologies which have since been 
improved. Inevitably, this raises the challenge of achieving comparability without excluding 
valuable, yet imperfect, sources of information. Given an ideal scenario, the methods and 
datasets used for different time periods would be directly comparable.  
 
Technology evolvesðremote sensing resolutions improve, classification systems change, 
and mapping methodologies shift. This can enhance present-day accuracy but may 
reduce comparability with older datasets. With the evolving understanding and practices 
in data collection, it may not be possible to expect and achieve the same level of 
robustness for every dataset. 
 
However, the processes followed should be as standardised as possible to ensure 
consistency across assessments wherever possible, balancing accuracy with historical 
continuity, and sometimes opting for coarser but more comparable data.  
 
It may remain challenging to achieve consistency across all cases, although data sets and 
analysis techniques are continually growing and improving. 
 

7. Undiscovered or inconspicuous species 
Some species, especially rare, cryptic, or recently described taxa, may have gone 
unrecorded in the available datasets, meaning their historical presence and potential loss 
could be overlooked. This uncertainty is particularly challenging for HCV 1 assessment. It 
underscores the importance of using habitat-based proxies and expert judgment to identify 
likely but lightly studied or undocumented biodiversity values. Knowledge of these values 
could inform final decision making on the forms of remedy required. 
 

8. Integrating local knowledge into assessments 
Global datasets provide comparability but may miss fine-scale ecological patterns and 
socio-cultural nuances. The guidance therefore emphasizes the importance of combining 
global baselines with regional, national, sub national and local data for context-specific 
accuracy. 
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Assessment Themes Overview  

 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of the identification of past HCVs and Assessing HCV loss, with all the themes to cover. 

 

3. Defining the Target dates and AOI to assess  

3.1 Targeting dates for the assessment 

Establishing the target date(s) is essential, as this determines the specific time period(s) for which data 

must be collected, assessed, and used to draw conclusions.  

 

The date(s) when the Organization obtained legal permit(s) mark the starting point of the Organizationôs 

management responsibilities. If multiple permits existed, the earliest permit date should be used as the 

reference start point. 

¶ Key dates for FSC in assessing HCV loss: 

o 1 January 1999. 
o 31 December 2020 
o 31 December 2022  
o Any date after 1 January 2023 where conversion and/or other unacceptable activities 

occurred. 

In addition to the above target dates, the assessors and/or practitioners conducting the Assessment of 

HCV Loss, in consultation with FSC Secretariat will determine other relevant target date(s) to assess. 
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All subsequent processes of data collection, processing, analysis, and reporting should refer to these 

target dates to ensure relevance, consistency and accuracy in the findings. 

Note: The cut-off date for conversion of natural forest set in the FSC Remedy Framework is after 1 

December 1994. While there is no explicit requirement to assess HCV loss between 1 December 1994 

and 1 January 1999, considering FSC ADV-20-007-02 outlining how FSC Principle 9 initially referring 

to certification of primary forests was then subsequently replaced by the term High Conservation Value 

Forests, and considering that natural forest is a proxy for HCVs, understanding the chronology of 

natural forest conversion during this period can help explain how such activities correlate with, and 

may have contributed to the conditions observed in 1999. 

3.2 Delineating AOI for the assessment 

Before starting the assessment, its geospatial reference must be established by defining the AOI for 

all the defined target dates. 

The AOI for the purpose of assessment of loss of HCVs is determined based on: 

¶ All the historical boundaries of the FMU(s) from the start target date up to the current FMU(s) 
boundaries. The total combined areas of FMU operations under the control of the 
Organization over the relevant target dates serve to determine the extent of the caseôs AOI,  

¶ Ecological characteristics of the landscape(s) in which this operational area sit, considering 
all the primary and secondary data collected. Naturally pre-existing boundaries such as 
watersheds and/or sub-watershed), ecoregions and/or smaller bio physio-geographical 
units within them, large wide-ranging species home range are a few examples of 
characteristics that might be used to determine the final AOI extent. 

¶ Social characteristics of the landscape(s) in which this operational area sit, considering all 
the primary and secondary data collected. Location of roads, villages, community lands, 
cultural sites are a few examples of characteristics that may be used to determine the AOI 
extent. 

¶ Inputs and validation by impacted and affected rights holders. 

¶ Inputs from all the stakeholder engagement activities. 

¶ Areas studied and/or assessed in other environmental and or social baseline assessments 
per FSC Remedy Framework requirement.  

¶ Multiple FMUs controlled by the same Organization over the applicable assessment period 
will extend the size of the final AOI.  

¶ Where other actors also operate in the same or overlapping landscapes, with their own 
responsibilities and/or liabilities for harms caused by their conversion or unacceptable 
activities, the AOI should still be defined based on the areas affected by the Organizationôs 
FMUs ð regardless of whether these areas overlap with or extend into neighbouring FMUs 
managed by unaffiliated Organizations. 

¶ Inputs and outputs from all the required processes including FPIC in the identification of 
impact areas as outlined in the FSC Remedy Framework. 

 

Note: For the future alignment of the document for use in PfA cases, the formal complaint by a 
stakeholder is an important factor for determining the area to review.  

 

Considering all the rationales above, the boundaries of the AOI can, for example, be delineated 

following naturally existing features (such as watersheds, ecosystem types and associations, etc.), 

artificially drawn buffers (for example of 5 km extending outwards from the FMUôs boundaries), or a 

combination of both -  in order to best capture the socio-environmental characteristics of the landscape 

affected by the Organizationsô conversion and/or unacceptable activities. 
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The following Figures 2, 3, and 4 are simplified illustrations of different scenarios, showing how these 

defined areas might look. 

 

 
 
 

Figure 2. Illustration of the determination of AOI in the case of an individual FMU in the landscape, delineated by 

establishing a set buffer (left image) and by using naturally existing boundaries such as watershed for AOI 

delineation around the FMU (right image). A combination of both natural boundaries and artificially set boundaries 

using buffers can be used to best capture the socio-environmental characteristics of the landscape affected by the 

Organizationsô conversion and/or unacceptable activities. 
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Figure 3.  Illustration of AOI for an FMU, where the historical FMUôs boundary (left image from 1999) was larger than 

the more recent and/or current boundary (right image from 2020). In this case, the largest historical FMUsô boundary 

(which includes the 2020 boundaries) is used to determine the AOI, instead of the smaller, more recent FMU 

boundary.  

Note: For the sake of diagrammatic simplicity, the AOI definition here is exemplified using a buffer around the FMU 

boundary. 
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Figure 4.  Illustration of AOI where there were multiple FMUs operating in the same landscape.  

In the left image, where multiple FMUs occurred in the same landscape and were all managed by the same 

Organization, the AOI (purple outline) is determined by the combined buffer around the boundaries of all the FMUs 

managed by the Organization.  

In the right image, where the FMU under the Organizationôs control existed alongside FMUs managed by other 

unaffiliated Organizations, the AOI (purple outline) is still determined by the buffer around the boundaries of the 

Organizationôs own FMU. The extent of the AOI is not limited by the control of other unaffiliated Organizations.  

Note: For the sake of simplicity, the AOI definition here is exemplified using a buffer around the FMU boundary. 
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4. Producing the Land Cover Classification  

Land cover classification (LCC) analysis is a fundamental and cross-cutting component in assessing 

current HCVs, past HCVs and the loss of HCVs for both social and environmental values. By 

systematically categorising the landscape into distinct land cover types over the defined assessment 

time period LCC provides the spatial framework to capture the environmental and social elements 

present in the landscape which are needed to interpret both past and present HCV conditions. This 

process is not merely a substitute when other historical datasets are missing; it is a central analytical 

tool. 

 

 

Figure 5. Steps in conducting land cover classification 

 

In environmental terms, LCC enables the detection and mapping of ecosystems such as forests, 

wetlands, grasslands, riparian zones, and their seral stages, which may correspond to HCVs based on 

biodiversity value, ecosystem integrity, or critical ecological functions. For example, intact forest 

patches identified through past LCC can serve as proxies for habitat of Rare, Threatened, or 

Endangered (RTE) species (HCV 1) or for landscape-level ecosystems (HCV 2). 

 

For social HCVs, LCC can provide both direct and indirect information, the latter in the form of valuable 

insights into past land use patterns, such as areas historically used for subsistence agriculture, hunting 

grounds, or culturally significant landscapes associated with Indigenous Peoples and Local 

Communities (IPLCs). Identifying historical agricultural mosaics, riparian access routes, or forested 

areas near settlements can inform the location and extent of community needs (HCV 5) and cultural 

values (HCV 6), especially where direct testimonial evidence is incomplete or unavailable, or when 

together with testimonials, it can be used for triangulation of available evidence types. 

 

When high-quality historical maps or spatially explicit literature data are lacking, past land cover can 

be reconstructed from satellite imagery of the AOI at, or slightly prior to, the earliest time period date. 

Provided the classification process is rigorous and accurate, the resulting LCC can be used to design 

robust proxies for various HCVs. Comparing past and present land cover enables the clear 

identification of lost HCVs, their extent, and the degree of landscape transformation over time. 

 

Image 
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Ultimately, LCC is not an isolated technical step; it is a unifying layer of analysis that connects spatial 

evidence with ecological, social, and cultural indicators, ensuring that the past HCV identification and 

assessment of loss of HCVs is comprehensive, transparent, and defensible. 

 

4.1 Land Cover Classification Results 

As an example of this workflow the following figures present a Landsat satellite image and its 

corresponding land cover classification. These illustrate how after completing the steps of image 

acquisition planning, acquisition, imagery selection, and processing, the methodology results in a 

classified map that distinguishes the main land cover classes relevant for the assessment of past HCV 

areas. 

 

An essential part of this process is the accuracy assessment, which ensures that the classification 

reliably represents the landscape. While more details of the accuracy assessment are provided in 

Error! Reference source not found., it is important to note that classification results are refined 

iteratively: segmentation parameters, training data, or class definitions may be adjusted until the 

classification reaches an acceptable level of accuracy. This iterative approach provides confidence in 

the final land cover map, which serves as the foundation for subsequent HCV identification and HCV 

loss assessment. 

 

For more detailed explanation on each of the land cover classification steps, see Error! Reference 

source not found.. 
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Figure 6. Acquired Satellite image, for example from Landsat 5 (B4-B3-B2) ï Date: Jan 1999 with 0% cloud cover 

The FMU encompasses 24,966 

ha (black line) with an AOI 

determined using a 5 km buffer 

around the FMU (dotted line) ï 

The total extent of the AOI is 71, 

688 ha.  

The AOI is fully covered in one 

satellite image scene; hence it is 

not necessary to build a mosaic. 

There is zero cloud cover 

available images showing few 

and easily distinguishable 

landcover classes. The wider 

landscape presents high 

representativeness of the natural 

ecosystems with some pre-

existing converted areas.  

 

 

For the sake of simplicity, the 

AOI definition here is 

exemplified by using a buffer 

around the FMU boundary. 
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Figure 7. The above example illustrates the 1999 land cover map, which was produced by following all the steps of 

Land Cover Classification. At the time, the FMU was covered by natural Lowland and Riparian Forest, and the wider 

landscape had established Forest Plantations to the south and east, and small agricultural plots to the west, across 

the river. Infrastructure was limited to one road crossing the AOI, and a small airport in the north. 

After Land Cover Classification: 

The 1999 land cover map shown 

here exemplifies the application of 

a structured land cover 

classification workflow. By 

systematically following all 

stagesðfrom image acquisition 

planning and selection, through 

preprocessing, segmentation, 

classification, and accuracy 

assessmentðthe map provides a 

reliable snapshot of the historical 

landscape, serving both as a 

record of past land cover and as a 

foundational layer for subsequent 

HCV identification and HCV loss 

assessments. 

 

For display purposes, the land 

cover classification extends to the 

map frame boundaries; however, 

the actual assessment was 

confined to the AOI, according to 

the previously established 

delineation criteria.  

 

For simplicity, the AOI here is 

represented using a buffer around 

the FMU boundary. 
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5. Informing the identification of past HCVs and the assessment of 

HCV loss using primary and secondary data sources  

5.1 Primary data 

Primary data comes from first-hand observation, measurement, or engagement with stakeholders. It is 

raw, original data which does not rely on other previously existing sources. Primary data is usually 

more specific, localized, and verifiable. It is collected directly by the assessor or a practitioner at the 

time the assessment of loss of HCV is conducted.  

Some examples of primary data relevant to past HCV identification and assessment of loss include: 

1. Results from species field surveys: direct ecological surveys identifying species, 
including presence of RTE species, and ecosystem types. These are especially useful for 
HCV 1, 2, and 3. 

2. Information obtained through direct community engagement to build historical 

timelines of changes and related Participatory Mapping exercises. Information, including 

testimonials, obtained from Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs) is a direct 

source for identifying social HCVs ð particularly to inform HCV 4 (ecosystem services), 

HCV 5 (community needs) and HCV 6 (cultural and spiritual values). 

3. Results from direct surveys and observation of remaining habitats and natural 

forest/non-forest ecosystems: such remaining areas where they still contain HCV 1, 2, 3 

at the present time, would also reflect the past presence and possibly condition. 

4. Delineated Intact Forest Landscapes (IFL): Per the HCV definitions, these qualify as 
direct data for identifying HCV 2 (landscape-level ecosystems). 

5. All HCV data collected through assessor and practitioner's own field work in 

identification of current HCVs (conducted as HCV assessment, or HCV-HCS assessment) 

are considered primary data if they are conducted at the same time as the identification of 

past HCV and assessment of HCV Loss. If not, they should be validated again when doing 

fieldwork for the assessment of loss. 

 

5.2 Secondary data 

Secondary data refers to information collected by others, outside the HCV loss assessment, such as 

academic research, government reports, conservation databases, historical land-use records, or 

remote-sensing datasets. In addition to being used as data sources to identify HCVs where collection 

of primary data is no longer possible, secondary data can guide field work by identifying priority areas 

for field work, which are then verified and contextualized through primary data. 

Examples of secondary data relevant to past HCV identification and assessment of loss 

include: 

¶ Maps of Protected areas and Key Biodiversity Areas (KBA): Used as indicators of 
potential concentrations of biodiversity, and hence a proxy for HCV 1. 

¶ Historical maps and satellite imagery: Provide evidence of past land cover, forest extent, 
or ecosystem patterns. 

¶ Species distribution databases: Records of past or current presence of RTE species. 
¶ Scientific literature and ecological studies: Data from published surveys or monitoring 

programs. 
¶ Oral histories and archival records: Testimonies and written records of cultural or 

community use linked to HCV 5 and HCV 6. 
¶ Publicly available data documenting grievances related to HCV loss: this may include 

reports in local to global media, public records from civil society Organizations, data from 
observatories of conflict, etc that will provide useful information about potentially Impacted 
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Rights-holders, timelines of HCV loss, attribution of loss, and sometimes even spatial data 
for exact location of degraded or lost values.  

¶ Present day HCV or HCV-HCSA assessments: they contain information on HCV condition 
at the end of the time period and may also include useful information on current values and 
their location, that could be used as proxy if validated when doing fieldwork for assessment 
of past HCVs and HCV loss. 

¶ Existing ecosystem maps and assessments: Those provided and documented in 
national HCV interpretations, e.g., national toolkits for High Conservation Value Forest 
(HCVF), Protected Areas, or other mapping exercises. 

¶ If available, results from other baseline studies on social and environmental 
conditions conducted as required by the Remedy Framework: these Third Party verified 
baseline studies would include a definition of both the Impact Area and the affected rights 
holders that should be used as reference.  Nevertheless, Impact Areas and impacted rights 
holders may vary for HCV assessments due to the thematic scope.    

 
Note: The last point requires future terminology alignment for the use in remedy processes. 
Identification of impact areas and parties happens prior to creation of baseline assessments.  

 

Box 1. Why Collecting data from the field is essential 

HCV identification, including the reconstruction of past HCVs, cannot rely solely on desk-

based review of secondary sources.  

Note: This section of the document requires alignment for use of the methodology in 

identifying potential PfA violations which sees to determine if HCV destruction occurred, in 

contrast to use in remedy processes which seeks to determine what HCVs were lost.  

While reports, maps, and databases provide valuable information, they should be cross-

checked, confirmed, and strengthened through field data collection and direct 

engagement with stakeholders to ensure the accuracy, credibility, and legitimacy of past 

HCV assessments. 

The key reasons why field data is essential include: 

¶ Ground-truthing and verification: 

Field surveys provide the opportunity to confirm or adjust what is suggested by 

secondary sources such as satellite imagery, species distribution databases, 

conservation maps and public reports and grievances on HCV loss. For example, 

there may be records of RTE species surveyed in the area, and their presence can 

still be observed in the area at the present time, or some Impacted Rights-holders 

may be able to provide additional information, including geolocation of potentially lost 

social HCVs. 

¶ Engagement with local stakeholders: 

Many HCVs, especially HCV 5 (community needs) and HCV 6 (cultural and spiritual 

values), depend on knowledge held by Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities 

(IPLCs). Only through reconstruction of historical timelines for resource use and 

access, participatory mapping, interviews, and direct dialogue, past social and 

cultural HCVs can be more accurately identified and mapped. Desk-based 

approaches alone risk overlooking or misrepresenting these values. 

¶ Contextual understanding of ecological and cultural values: 
Observing conditions firsthand allows capturing detail and nuance that cannot be 
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obtained from secondary data alone ð such as habitat quality, species abundance, 
or the past cultural significance of a site. This contextual understanding is crucial for 
making informed judgments about the past presence and condition of HCVs. 

 

5.3 Combining Primary and Secondary Data 

Primary and secondary data together can provide a more complete picture of HCVs. A best-available-

data approach requires using them together, each compensating for the otherôs limitations while 

reinforcing its strengths. When combined, primary and secondary data enable triangulation and 

provide corroborating lines of evidence, substantiating the HCV findings. 

In identifying past HCVs, especially in landscapes that have undergone rapid ecological transformation 

or where historical social uses have been disrupted, the absence of field evidence does not 

automatically mean that HCVs never existed. In such cases, current field surveys may reveal little to 

no remaining evidence of the original biodiversity, ecosystem function or social values.  

For example, a site that supported an endangered species a decade ago may now be a site long since 

cleared and converted into a plantation, without any indication of its former HCVs. However, it is 

important to understand that the absence of a species today does not mean it never existed in the past, 

especially where RTE species may have historically occupied a habitat that was later cleared or 

transformed. In such cases, relying solely on present-day field surveys would result in an 

underestimation of biodiversity value. 

 Similarly, a spiritual site abandoned due to the displacement of a community or to loss of access 

caused by plantation development may no longer be actively used or marked in the landscape. Without 

any remaining landmarks of the original landscape, communities may even struggle to successfully 

pinpoint the original location, due to the areaôs complete transformation to another state. 

With scenarios like this, the comprehensive nature of the data from past maps, studies and literature 

resources will be key to the confidence with which they can provide certainty of the presence of past 

HCVs that are now lost or have been degraded. 

 

Good practice when combining primary and secondary data includes: 

¶ Cross-validating evidence from different sources to increase confidence. 
¶ Systematically documenting data sources, assumptions, and limitations. 
¶ Applying the precautionary approach: where credible secondary evidence points to 

potential HCVs, they should be recognized unless disproven through robust field evidence. 

 

 Box 2.  Land cover of past natural ecosystems as indicator for HCVs 

Land cover is one of the most useful indicators for identifying past HCVs. Land cover can 

show the varying types of natural ecosystems in the area ð including but not limited to 

forests, for example swamps and wetlands, natural grasslands, lower seral stages (e.g., 

scrub and shrublands), and other known ecosystems in the area.  

Forests provide critical ecosystem services, and are considered critical habitats especially 

for forest-dependent species ï many of which may be RTE. For this reason, forest land 

cover is an indicator that one or more HCVs were present in the area.  

Other non-forest ecosystems such as wetlands, natural grasslands, woodlands, riverbanks, 

etc. are considered to have an equivalent level of importance for the naturally occurring 
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species in such ecosystems, furthermore non-forest ecosystems can support forest-

dependent species when they provide essential resources like food, shelter, and breeding 

grounds, even if lacking a dense tree canopy. Hence, areas with those land cover types 

indicate also they contained one or more HCVs. 

 

Box 3. Proximity to community land as indicator for social HCVs 

In situations where spatial data on past land use are unavailableðparticularly with respect to 

community land and resource use ðareas around settlements or villages can serve as 

indicators of HCV presence. This approach follows the precautionary principle, ensuring that 

potential HCVs linked to community well-being and cultural values are not overlooked, and is 

an important safeguard in the assessment process. 

Areas with proximity to villages or settlements are considered an indicator of potential 

presence of HCV 5 (community needs) and HCV 6 (cultural values). This reflects the 

likelihood that communities have historically relied on nearby landscapes for essential needs 

such as water, food, fuelwood, medicinal plants, and culturally significant sites. Engagement 

with IPLCs remains essential to confirm, or adjust the boundaries of such areas, as 

community activity areas around their homes can range widely from 1 km to 10 km.  

 

5.4 Data Sources and Importance of Multi-Scale Data 

A vast amount of data of different types exists for the countries in which FSC certifies forests, coming 

from an equally wide array of sources. Whilst the availability, quality, and resolution of historical data 

can vary widely between global, regional, and national/local scales, good investigation of multiple data 

sources will ensure the best available data is used for an assessment of past HCVs and loss of HCVs. 

When despite best efforts, issues with quality and availability of data remain, this will directly influence 

the accuracy of past HCV identification and the assessment of loss outcome, hence, such limitations 

should be explicitly disclosed.  

To establish an accurate picture of past conditions, it is necessary to combine: 

¶ Global datasets, particularly important in the absence of more granular information, also 
for consistent baselines and understanding large-scale trends. 

¶ Regional datasets for example for some ecoregional/ecological context. 
¶ National, sub national, and local datasets for more granular ecological detail and socio-

cultural relevance, and authoritative assessment records produced by States and their 
agencies. 

Data integration across scales allows the assessment to account for differences in vegetation, species 

composition, hydrology, and community interactions. In locations with diverse ecological zones, 

reliance on a single data scale can lead to incomplete or misleading conclusions. 

Below is a non-exhaustive list of key data sources to consider and use when conducting the 

assessment: 

1. Land cover data: relevant for all HCVs - see Annex 2 for satellite data sources 

2. Species Data: relevant for HCV 1 

Accurate species information for the assessment of the AOI should be derived from multiple 

complementary resources: 
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¶ IUCN Red List ï Global species conservation status, known distribution ranges, and habitat 
use. 

¶ Global Biodiversity Information Facility ï https://www.gbif.org/  
¶ CITES Appendices ï Regulatory listings for species subject to international trade 

restrictions. 
¶ BirdLife International publications ï Avian species distributions, Important Bird Area 

information. 
¶ Key Biodiversity Areas (KBA) ï Identified between 2007ï2015 (IBAT Alliance), 

representing globally important sites for biodiversity. 
¶ Protected Area System from National Authority or WDPA https://www.protectedplanet.net/ 
¶ Existing HCV National Interpretation species lists ï Context-specific priority species. 
¶ Field guides, peer-reviewed publications, and local biodiversity databases ï Provide 

field-verified occurrence data and habitat associations. 
¶ Records of stakeholder engagements with biodiversity experts and Records of 

stakeholder engagements with Indigenous People and Local Communities.  
¶ Records on the trade, poaching and hunting of endangered plant and/or animal 

species, which can be obtained for example from the police, custom officers, fiscal 
authorities or trade partners. 

Extrapolation of species data 

In cases where historical field data for the AOI are limited or absent, species occurrence can be 

inferred from proxies such as: 

¶ Remaining habitats containing HCV 1 values with the same land cover types as those 
historically found in the AOI. 

¶ Biological surveys from similar habitats within the same region, which are likely to 
support comparable species assemblages and vegetation types. 

¶ Areas in the region known to have harboured HCV 1 (species) and HCV 3 (ecosystem) 
values in the past, particularly where habitat continuity or similar ecological conditions can 
be demonstrated. 

¶ Inputs from communities on the historical presence of species and their population 
estimation. While it may not be possible to obtain the exact number of individuals, a well-
structured interview questionnaire, for example using a certain range of numbers (e.g. 1-10, 
10-100, over 100 individuals) can help assessor and practitioners to roughly estimate the 
population size.   

This kind of analysis can be further supported by research efforts such as habitat or species population 

modelling, or corroborating literature of diverse nature, including for example historic newspaper 

reporting or university records, which growingly become accessible with digitisation and search engine 

developments.  

For all such extrapolations, accompanying narratives should be documented which help understand 

the justification for their use, and the confidence in the proxy. 

Measurement data of the control areas, such as areas outside the FMU and/or areas outside the AOI 

that have maintained the HCV 1 and HCV 3 over time, where possible should be presented alongside 

the extrapolation. 

3. Large Landscape data: relevant for HCV 2 

¶ Intact Forest Landscapes https://intactforests.org/ and/or 
https://www.globalforestwatch.org/ 

¶ Key Biodiversity Areas http://www.keybiodiversityareas.org/request-gis-data ;  

¶ Important Bird Areas (IBA) https://datazone.birdlife.org/about-our-science/ibas 

¶ Ramsar Convention on Wetlands Sites https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/wetlands-
international-importance/ramsar-list 

https://www.gbif.org/
https://www.ibat-alliance.org/
https://www.protectedplanet.net/
https://intactforests.org/
https://www.globalforestwatch.org/
http://www.keybiodiversityareas.org/request-gis-data
https://datazone.birdlife.org/about-our-science/ibas
https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/wetlands-international-importance/ramsar-list
https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/wetlands-international-importance/ramsar-list
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¶ Global Forest Watch https://data.globalforestwatch.org/datasets/gfw::global-
peatlands/about  

¶ Atlas of Ungulate Migration https://www.cms.int/en/gium/migration-atlas  

¶ Tiger conservation landscape https://arc-gis-hub-home-
arcgishub.hub.arcgis.com/maps/350391d0933c407b917fb6aa22fb3acf/about  

¶ Landscape of forested areas with wide-ranging species population, such Central Forest 
Spine in Malaysia, and Caribou range map in Alberta, Canada. 

¶ Ecosystem distribution data from National Government Sources and complementary 
satellite image interpretation for land cover and land use. 

¶ Stakeholder engagement with regional and/or local Conservation Planning Experts on 
historical distribution of wide-ranging species and historical extent of large landscapes. 

 
4. Ecosystem Maps: relevant for HCV 3 

¶ Global 200 Ecoregions ï WWFôs global classification of priority ecoregions, providing a 
macro-scale ecological framework. 

¶ Country-level ecosystem maps ï Where available, these offer finer thematic resolution and 
better alignment with national vegetation classifications, such as MapBiomas Platform in 
Brazil. The MapBiomas platform offers detailed historical land cover and land use data for 
Brazil, with annual mapping since 1985. It is a critical national resource for reconstructing 
ecosystem change, detecting deforestation patterns, and identifying areas of high 
ecological integrity.  

¶ Global data sets for specific groups of ecosystems such as mangrove ecosystems - Global 
Mangrove Watch (1996 ï 2020) Version 3.0 Dataset https://zenodo.org/records/6894273 
and Reef ecosystems ï Allen Coral Atlas  allencoralatlas.org, Peatlands (e.g. Global 
Peatlands) 

¶ Ramsar Convention on Wetlands Sites ï official listings of internationally important 
wetlands under the Ramsar convention. 

¶ 2019 Tree Canopy Height Data ï Land Carbon Lab provides high-resolution canopy 
structure data, valuable for assessing forest condition and complexity. 

 

5. Topographical Data: relevant for HCV 4 

¶ High-resolution vector-based datasets should be prioritised for accurate terrain modelling. 
¶ Where unavailable, the ASTER GDEM 30 m dataset provides global coverage of elevation 

data suitable for many landscape-scale analyses. 
¶ Hydrological data: Global watershed, and available national Hydrological unit map 

 

6. Social studies and public resources: relevant for HCV 5 and HCV 6 

¶ The global platform of Indigenous & Community lands: https://www.landmarkmap.org/map  

¶ If available, Social Baseline Assessments (as outlined in the FSC Remedy Framework 
procedures) carried out in the area for the past and current dates. 

¶ Peer-reviewed publications, other available social studies and research 
 

7. Social Data obtained from communities: relevant for HCV 5 and HCV 6 

¶ Testimonials on basic needs, customs, traditional practices and sacred sites from 
remaining affected rights holders 

¶ Testimonials on basic needs, customs and sacred sites from displaced affected rights 
holders if identified 

¶ Participatory Mapping involving the impacted and affected rights holders. This is a 
fundamental approach that maps current and historical land use, extent of rights and 
different areas of customary management and resource use within the AOI. Mapping work 

https://data.globalforestwatch.org/datasets/gfw::global-peatlands/about
https://data.globalforestwatch.org/datasets/gfw::global-peatlands/about
https://www.cms.int/en/gium/migration-atlas
https://arc-gis-hub-home-arcgishub.hub.arcgis.com/maps/350391d0933c407b917fb6aa22fb3acf/about
https://arc-gis-hub-home-arcgishub.hub.arcgis.com/maps/350391d0933c407b917fb6aa22fb3acf/about
https://cfs.forestry.gov.my/central-forest-spine/
https://cfs.forestry.gov.my/central-forest-spine/
https://www.alberta.ca/caribou-range-maps
https://brasil.mapbiomas.org/en/
https://zenodo.org/records/6894273
https://www.allencoralatlas.org/
https://data.globalforestwatch.org/datasets/gfw::global-peatlands/about
https://data.globalforestwatch.org/datasets/gfw::global-peatlands/about
https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/wetlands-international-importance/ramsar-list
https://landcarbonlab.org/data/global-tree-canopy-height/
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=8f6356f23e05444894190c361705a802
https://www.landmarkmap.org/map
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is done manually by communitiesô members and then transferred to a GIS format to enable 
integration and overlaying with other data sets and assessment results. 
It is also important to reiterate that throughout the process, communities should have the 
right to access expert advice and support so that they can participate effectively. An 
example is given in Figure 8 below.  

¶ Those responsible for conducting a participatory mapping exercise identify social HCVs and 
use this to triangulate data coming from other existing participatory maps. The resulting map 
will be presented back to the entire community for comments and corrections, providing a 
picture or the original sketch map to be compared with the digitised map.   
There are some resources for further guidance and best practices in conducting 
Participatory Mapping: 

o FSC Guidelines for the Implementation of the Right to Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent (FPIC) FSC-GUI-30-003 

o Forest Peoples Programme Participatory Mapping: guidelines for 
communities and Organizations 

¶ Stakeholder engagement with community development Organizations working with affected 
rights holders or other similar communities in the area. 
 

  

https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/332
https://www.forestpeoples.org/publications-resources/training-materials/article/participatory-mapping-guidelines-for-communities-and-organisations/
https://www.forestpeoples.org/publications-resources/training-materials/article/participatory-mapping-guidelines-for-communities-and-organisations/
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Box 4. Participatory maps developed with community involvement 

  

Figure 8. Example maps showing the outcome of a participatory mapping exercise with two communities: Community A and Community B. The hand-

drawn sketches (left) were later digitised into geo-referenced map (right). 

Each community was provided with a base map containing a high-resolution satellite image with FMU boundaries, historical and current settlement areas, road 

networks, and watercourses already marked. Elder participants were asked to delineate the lands they used in 1999. Both communities indicated use of forest 

resources such as game animals for food, fruits, medicinal plants, construction materials, and wood for handicrafts sold to tourists in nearby cities. They also 

identified past use of watercourses for drinking, hygiene, and fishing. In addition, Community A marked the location of its cemetery. Both areas were, and remain, 

regarded by the communities as irreplaceable for meeting their basic needs and wellbeing.  
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6.  Applying the Precautionary Principle  

The Precautionary Principle in general means that when there is a threat of severe or irreversible 

damage to the environment or to human welfare, responsible parties should take explicit and effective 

measures to recognize and address the risks, even when scientific information is incomplete or 

uncertain.  

In the context of assessing HCV loss, this requires those responsible for the assessment to actively 

seek out the best available information and provide justification that best efforts have been made to 

collect and verify such information. 

Where there is evidence or reasonable indication that an HCV was present in the past, it should be 

treated as part of the baseline unless contrary evidence clearly demonstrates otherwise. Conversely, 

where the conclusion is that no HCV was present, this absence should be substantiated with adequate 

documentation showing that no evidence supports its presence in the past. 

 

Figure 9. Precautionary principle - among other principles to apply when conducting HCV assessments. 

Some examples of using the precautionary principle in this context: 

o If a degraded area currently overlaps with a KBA, it should qualify as past HCV 
1, even if no other information exists on the quality of its flora and fauna before 
the unacceptable activities occurred. 

o If young regeneration of HCV 1 species is repeatedly found in areas degraded 
by unacceptable activities, all similar degraded areas should be treated as past 
HCV 1. 

o Where impacted and affected right holders are identified, but some of them 
cannot be directly involved during the stakeholder engagement sessions, their 
lack of participation does not exempt assessors from the responsibility to 
continue seeking the best available information from alternative sources, or at 
later time. 

Applying the precautionary principle also means that result of assessments should not be limited to 

documenting loss over time. Those conducting the assessment of HCV Loss should understand that 

they have a responsibility to issue observations or recommendations for the assessed case to prevent 

further HCV loss, and to enable action to immediately address any ongoing negative impacts. This 

The Principles below must be applied when the data is collected and when presenting the
conclusions of the assessment

Data
collection

Data
analysis

Data
interpretati
on

Assessment
result
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ensures that uncertainty does not result in inaction and that current risks to HCVs and affected rights 

holders are not overlooked. 

7. Analysing data and synthesizing findings  

The relevance and quality of data collected and how they are processed are criticalðbut the objective 

is to harness those data resources to be analysed, assessed for the loss of HCVs in all categories, and 

reach a conclusion on this loss. Robust analysis and synthesis are as important as data collection 

itself. Findings should use the full extent of relevant data, otherwise there may be a failure to identify 

past presence of some HCVs, resulting in the underestimation of the extent of HCV loss. Those taking 

responsibility for an assessment of loss of HCVs should understand the need to allocate sufficient time 

and expertise to this stage to ensure the resulting assessment is technically sound and grounded by 

evidence.  

Effective analysis also means interpreting the data in a way that is contextually appropriate. Even when 

the input data is largely complete, relevant, assessed for accuracy, gone through data analysis ï if 

such analysis is done in an unstructured manner, or lacks due objectivity, it can lead to misleading or 

inaccurate conclusions. This is a common pitfall that may significantly undermine the overall integrity 

of an assessment. 

For example, if data show that a rare, threatened, or endangered species were documented throughout 

the entire AOI, clearly indicating the entire area was originally its habitat, the entire area should be 

delineated as impacted HCV areas. It would be insufficient to instead, for example, delineate only 

riparian areas as HCVs as this would be against what the supporting data reflect. Such flawed analysis 

would result in incorrect HCV identification and corresponding delineation of HCV Areas. If left 

uncorrected, this would eventually lead to a situation in the assessment of HCV Loss where there was 

a failure to objectively capture the full extent of HCV Loss occurring due to unacceptable activities and 

conversion.  

It is important to note that the analysis should be conducted independently from pre-existing land use 

designations, planning or agreements, such as legal gazettement, pre-existing negotiated settlements 

with local stakeholders, or Organizationôs pre-existing voluntary commitment, as delineation of HCV 

Areas is solely based on whether the data shows that the areas assessed contained HCVs or not.      

In the process of bringing together the results of multiple strands of individual analyses into a clear, 

justifiable conclusionð assessors and practitioners should translate the collected data into the 

identification of HCVs, ensuring that the findings are substantiated with the relevant and best available 

data. Upon overlaying the land cover map, with all the best available HCV data, HCV maps are 

produced delineating HCV Areas (where possible, per HCVs) within the AOI for the target date(s). 

Some examples of how these maps might look are provided below in Figure 10, Figure 11, Figure 12 

and Figure 13. 

A more detailed look into how the results of the assessment should be presented is outlined in Error! 

Reference source not found., in the reporting template section. 
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Re sult HCV maps from identification of past HCVs  

 

 

Figure 10. An example of HCV 1 

area map, showing the presence 

of HCV 1 in 1999, based on 

delineation of RTE species 

habitat data, rivers, and forested 

areas as proxy for HCV 1. All 

forested areas and all areas 

(regardless land cover) of RTE 

species habitat are identified to 

contain HCV 1. This case 

illustrates the identification of 

past HCVs within an AOI: in 1999, 

almost the entire FMU controlled 

by the Organization was still 

forested.  

Adjacent to the FMU, blocks of 

established plantation owned by 

unaffiliated Organizations are also 

visible, showing that HCV1 areas 

extent was beyond the 

Organizationôs FMU and overlapping 

with landscapes under different 

management. 

 

Note: For the sake of simplicity, the 

AOI definition here is exemplified by 

using a buffer around the FMU 

boundary. 
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Figure 11. HCV 6 area map, 

showing the presence of a 

cemetery. 

This case illustrates the 

identification of past HCVs within an 

AOI: in 1999, where almost the 

entire FMU controlled by the 

Organization was still forested. 

Within the Organizationôs FMU, 

community land areas with a 

cemetery, which is HCV 6, have 

been identified through participatory 

mapping exercise. 

 

Note: For the sake of simplicity, the 

AOI definition here is exemplified by 

using a buffer around the FMU 

boundary. 
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Figure 12. A summary map with 

delineated areas of all HCVs.  

 

Adjacent to the FMU, blocks of 

established plantation owned by 

unaffiliated Organizations are also 

visible, showing that HCV1 areas 

extent was beyond the Organizationôs 

FMU and overlapping with landscapes 

under different management. 

 

 

The figure illustrates the spatial overlap 

of different HCVs within the study area. 

Three points are highlighted to show 

distinct combinations: 1) HCV5 (Water 

Resources), 2) HCV1, HCV2, HCV3, 

and HCV4, and 3) HCV1, HCV3, 

HCV4, HCV5, and HCV6. 

 

Note: For the sake of simplicity, the 

AOI definition here is exemplified by 

using a buffer around the FMU 

boundary. 
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Figure 13. This map is an example of 

incorrect designation and 

delineation of HCV Areas, where 

only riparian areas are delineated as 

HCV Areas, despite that HCVs were 

found in almost the entirety of the 

FMU and throughout the AOI.  

Other common problems in HCV 

identification include lack of 

stakeholderôs feedback integration, 

Identification and HCV Area 

Delineation of HCV 4, HCV 5 and 

HCV 6 without community 

involvement, and HCV Areas 

designation not conducted 

independently, but following a pre-

existing land use/plan. 

 

Note: For the sake of simplicity, the 

AOIs definition here is exemplified by 

using a buffer around the FMU 

boundary. 
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8.  Assessment of HCV loss over the time period  

Once the identification of past HCVs and identification of current HCVs results are produced, the 

assessment of loss of HCVs is conducted essentially by measuring the difference between two data 

points. In practice, this involves comparing the results of HCV identification using the gathered maps 

and datasets from at least two different time points or target dates. For instance, taking an HCV1 area 

map as of 1st of November 1999 and HCV1 areas map as of 1st of December 2020 and spatially 

overlaying these using a GIS, practitioners can quantify: 

¶ The change in extent of HCV areas (e.g. hectares of forest land cover lost). 

¶ The shift in boundaries or fragmentation of key habitats. 

¶ The change in ecological integrity, as inferred from land cover types, canopy density, 
proximity to human activities, or species presence/absence data. 

Comparison of more target dates would apply depending on when the conversion and/or unacceptable 

activities causing HCV Loss took place, or where the Organization established and/or acquired more 

FMUs under their responsibility/ownership/control over time.  

An analysis may also reveal positive changes, where HCVs have reappeared or recovered in areas 

that were previously degraded. Examples include cases where HCVs may have reappeared in formerly 

heavily impacted or degraded areas as a result of protection or restoration of more favourable 

conditions. 

For example: 

¶ Natural forests regenerating in previously logged areas, 

¶ Return of RTE species following habitat restoration or protection, 

¶ Improved wetland function after cessation of agricultural drainage. 

These observations highlight the dynamic nature of ecosystems and the potential for restoration-driven 

conservation gains. 

Following are examples of how the result of an assessment of HCV Loss might look, where HCV 

identification results from 1999 and from 2020 are available. 
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Figure 14. The maps and the resulting analysis above show the loss of HCV 1 Area between 1999 and 2020. Specific RTE species home range and forest 

habitat as proxy for HCV1 have been converted over the years, within the FMU, and within the AOI. What constitutes HCV Loss is not just the former HCV 

areas converted to plantation (destruction), but also the habitat fragmentation caused (degradation). 
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Figure 15. The maps and the resulting analysis above show the loss of HCV 5 and HCV 6 Area between 1999 and 2020. HCV 5 and HCV 6 loss in this case 

are not limited to the converted area, but they are lost entirely due to loss of access. Note: HCV 6 loss cannot be quantified in hectares. 
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Figure 16. The maps and the resulting analysis above show the loss of HCV 2 Area between 1999 and 2020. Part of IFLs have been converted over the 

years, within FMUs, and within the AOI. 

 














































































