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Background 

 

The forest sector is of critical importance for Latvia's economy, environment, and society. 

Forests cover over 44% of Latvia's territory, and this percentage will undoubtedly continue to 

grow with the afforestation of marginal farmland. Forest products are Latvia's largest export 

group, accounting for 35% of total exports in 1997. At the same time, Latvian forests, and 

especially the more than 20% that are on wet soils, are the foundation of Latvia's high levels 

of biodiversity, providing key habitats for many rare and endangered species. With the 

completion of the post-Soviet land reform, some 44% of Latvian forests have passed into 

private hands. Today there are approximately 250,000 forest owners in Latvia -- in other 

words, nearly one out of ten residents of Latvia is personally involved in forestry matters. 

Indeed, as WWF International has noted, "Being the European country most dependent on the 

forest sector, Latvia could probably serve as a 'model country' for sustainable forestry 

development." 

 

However, the institutions and laws governing the Latvian forest sector pose many obstacles to 

the implementation of sustainable forestry practices, as does the lack of experience, 

knowledge and resources of most new private forest owners. Important changes have been 

made in recent years, but fundamental reforms are still urgently needed in order to create a 

system of forest governance which allows and promotes the use of nature-friendly forestry 

methods, provides extension and outreach for private owners, and ensures a favorable 

business environment for forest industries. The necessary reforms will not be successfully 

accomplished without considerable awareness-raising and capacity-building within 

government agencies and the private sector. In order to help address this urgent need, the 

Mezole sustainable forestry demonstration project must be continued beyond its scheduled 

termination date of 31 December 1998. 

 

 

The Mezole Project 

 

The Mezole sustainable forestry demonstration project, funded by the German aid body BMZ 

and implemented by the WWF Latvia Programme, was launched in the Smiltene district of 

northeastern Latvia in 1995. The goal of the project was to promote sustainability-oriented 

reform of Latvian forest policy, through demonstration of site-adapted forestry operations in 

practice, informational and educational activities, and lobbying and advocacy. An external 

mid-term evaluation was completed in October 1997 by the Australian consultancy Manidis 

Roberts International.   

 

1) Site-adapted forestry demonstration:  

 



The Mezole project represents the first-ever use in Latvian forestry history of contemporary 

ecologically-based forestry planning and site-adapted forestry methods. First, an ecological 

inventory was conducted, employing a forest structures checklist method adapted from 

Swedish practice. Data from this ecological inventory, together with existing timber 

inventory data, were used to develop a Geographical Information System (GIS) for the area. 

According to Manidis Roberts International, "The project has clearly been successful in the 

demonstration of the potential of the GIS," noting that  timber companies "expressed 

considerable interest in the GIS and the opportunities it affords for more sophisticated forest 

management."  

 

Next, an Ecological Landscape Plan was prepared and is now being used by the State Forest 

Service (SFS) to develop site-specific harvesting plans in the project area. In order to make 

such site-adapted management possible, WWF Latvia had to negotiate a modification of 

existing Latvian forestry regulations, which mandate classical clear-cut harvesting methods. 

According to Manidis Roberts, "Feedback from local SFS staff, companies and scientists was 

very positive in relation to the Ecological Landscape Plan, suggesting the landscape planning 

approach has led to better forest management from economic, environmental and sivilcultural 

points of view. More birdife and less impact on the water table were two environmental 

benefits mentioned by local foresters." Moreover, timber companies operating in the project 

area "reported savings of 20% to 30% by adopting the techniques developed through the 

project," due to the ability, for example, to "leave uneconomic timber (e.g. aspen, dead wood) 

where harvesting costs exceed market price," "leave dead wood and brush in situ," and "avoid 

difficult areas (e.g. boggy conditions)." 

 

2) Information and Education 

 

An education and desktop publishing centre was established at the Mezole headquarters, to 

begin addressing the enormous need for raising awareness about forest ecology and 

sustainable forestry practices. At the time of the mid-term evaluation (August 1997), some 

800 people had attended training courses -- combining classwork and field visits -- at 

Mezole. Almost half were SFS staff from regional and central offices, around 25% were from 

logging companies, other Latvian government agencies or academia, while the remainder 

were foreign visitors. In 1998, an additional 500 individuals have attended training courses or 

visited field demonstration sites.  

 

According to Manidis Roberts, SFS staff and private companies reported that the courses 

"had led to an enormous growth in knowledge about sustainable forest management. There 

has also been a cascading effect from the courses with SFS staff and company representatives 

who have attended the training then passing on the knowledge of the landscape planning 

approach and adpative forestry techniques to their staff, colleagues and local people." 

Manidis Roberts notes that logging companies were "an unanticipated recipient of benefits 

from the centre," and that "Forest companies are now clearly major allies in relation to the 

broader aims and objectives of the project." In fact, Latvia's largest logging company, Silva, 

is attempting to replicate the Mezole model at one of its logging sites.  

 

The desktop publishing facility has produced a forest ecology teaching guide for use in 

schools; a Forest Ecology Handbook and several pamphlets on ecology and management for 

biodviersity in various types of forests, aimed at SFS staff; and a scientific monograph on 

Natural Forests of Latvia, aimed at an academic audience. A basic forest ecology overview 



aimed primarily at SFS staff, entitled Latvian forests: nature and diversity, has been 

completed but not yet published, due to lack of funding. Additionally, project staff have 

contributed articles to various Latvian publications. 

 

3) Lobbying and advocacy 

 

The Mezole project, according to Manidis Roberts, has had "considerable success ... in 

generating debate on forest management in Latvia." Indeed, "The Mezole project is clearly 

the major talking point in relation to forestry and forest management in Latvia."  Some of the 

direct advocacy achievements of the project include: 

 

• SFS approval to modify standard clear cut harvesting regulations in the project territory to 

permit demonstration of ecological landscape planning and site-adapted forestry; this year 

Latvia's first-ever prescribed burn was carried out at Mezole; 

 

• agreement by SFS and the Forest Inventory Institute to incorporate the ecological 

checklist method into national forest inventory procedures; 

 

• adoption of some environmentally friendly norms in logging regulations: for example, 

dead trees may be left in logging compartments, and natural boundaries may be followed 

(within the confines of the standard compartment). 

 

More broadly, the demonstration effect of the Mezole project, along with the lobbying efforts 

of the Forest Club, a group of supportive private logging companies organized by WWF 

Latvia, were critically influential in initiating fundamental reform of forestry governance:  

 

• in 1997, the SFS was reorganized in order to separate the normative (legislative) function 

from the oversight function, and a former WWF Forest Club member was appointed head 

of the reorganized SFS;  

 

• in April of this year, an overall Forest Policy was approved, which embraces the 

principles of sustainable forestry and identifies the need for further institutional reform of 

forestry governance; 

 

• WWF Latvia has spearheaded the creation of a national Forest Stewardship Council 

(FSC) working group, which has made considerable progress toward developing national 

certification standards for Latvia. 

 

 

Future Directions 

 

While important changes have been made in the Latvian forest sector, many norms and 

institutional structures still impede the use of nature-friendly, site-adapted forestry methods. 

Certification standards must be be adopted and implemented. The functions of the SFS need 

to be fully analyzed and reorganized, in order to separate the oversight from the ownership 

function: the same state agency must not continue both to oversee private loggers and forest 

owners, and to be itself a market actor. State capacity must be increased to better perform the 

support function: state foresters must be trained to educate and assist private forest owners in 

managing their forests sustainably. In Latvia, a country exceptionally dependent on its forest 



sector, the critical importance of raising awareness about sustainable forestry among officials, 

owners, loggers, and consumers cannot be over-emphasized. 

 

As the forest sector continues to undergo fundamental legal and institutional reform in the 

coming years, the Mezole project must continue to serve as "the major talking point" in 

debates among forestry officials, private companies, and NGOs, and to provide information 

and training for officials and the private sector. The SFS has expressed interest in partially 

funding the continuation of the project next year, acknowledging the need for "assistance in 

developing the capacity of the Latvian forest sector" in order to carry out the necessary 

reforms and respond to growing market pressure for certified timber. However, additional 

funding will be needed to continue and expand the outreach and advocacy activities of the 

project.  

 

The accomplishments of the Mezole project to date indicate the appropriateness of the model 

-- field demonstration, information and education, advocacy -- for raising awareness and 

changing attitudes about sustainable forestry in Latvia. The continuing interest in attending 

training courses and visiting the demonstration sites on the part of Latvians and, increasingly, 

foreign visitors, demonstrates the need for the project's continuation beyond the scheduled 

termination date of 31 December 1998. Two target groups must be particularly emphasized in 

the future: 1) private forest owners and 2) other Central and East European countries.  

 

1) Private forest owners: 

  

The target groups of the original Mezole project plan were not private owners but SFS 

officials and private companies, as these are the groups that carry out forest management at 

the level of GIS and ecological landscape planning. However, there is an equally urgent need 

to educate private owners about sustainable methods of small-scale forest management. 

Training courses need to be developed for this purpose, and considerable effort must be made 

to actively recruit forest owners to participate.  

  

Likewise, the informational materials produced at Mezole thus far have also been aimed at a 

professional audience. There are no materials currently available in Latvia which teach about 

sustainable forestry practices for the general public. There is a great need for handbooks and 

pamphlets that explain forest ecology and sustainable forest management in simple terms. 

When national FSC certification standards are adopted, these will need to be translated into 

easily understandable field guidelines for private forest owners. Moreover, resources need to 

be provided to actively disseminate such informational materials among owners. 

 

2) Central and East European countries: 

 

While the Mezole project was originally targetted at a domestic audience, the great interest 

from foreign visitors has been an unanticipated benefit, and these groups should be a key 

focus of the project's future outreach activities. In 1997 and 1998, 90 and 132 individuals, 

respectively, visited Mezole from foreign countries.114 from the West -- Sweden, Germany, 

Denmark, Finland and Australia -- and 108 from Central and East European (CEE) countries 

-- Belarus, northwestern Russia, Estonia and Hungary. Groups from other CEE countries -- 

Lithuania, Ukraine, Georgia, and the Sakha republic of Russia have expressed interest in 

visiting next year.  

 



The Mezole project is currently the only sustainable forestry demonstration project of its kind 

in the entire CEE region. Thanks in part to the success of the Mezole project, similar projects 

are now being planned in other regions: Estonia, Georgia, the Pleskava and Khabarovsk 

districts of Russia [...?]. It is vitally important that Mezole continue to serve as a reference for 

these incipient projects, so that they can share the hard-won insights and experience of the 

seasoned Mezole project team, and so that they do not need to "reinvent the wheel."  


