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Context 

European forests contribute in multiple ways to society’s well-being. These direct and indirect contributions are 

commonly referred to as Forest Ecosystem Services (FES), and include provisioning, regulating and cultural FES. 

FES supply and societal demand do not distribute evenly in European forests. Instead, they vary depending on 

biophysical (e.g. climate, type of vegetation, etc.), cultural (e.g. lifestyle aspects) and economic (e.g. livelihoods) 

factors. Additionally, FES are interrelated, meaning that the promotion of one can have synergistic (positive) or trade-

off (negative) effects for the other. Meeting societal demand for FES in a sustainable way is currently a priority for 

forest policy-making. In this context, mapping their supply and demand has gained much attention as a 

decision-making tool to make rational and grounded FES management decisions. 

Under optimal conditions, innovative mechanisms (IM) promoting FES would be located in areas where both societal 

demand for FES and the potential for additional provisioning of ecosystem services is the highest. Yet, it is currently 

unknown how FES supply and demand are spatially linked with IM across Europe. 

Cultural FES form a particular case. While evidence tells that demand for them is increasing in Europe, several 

assessments have identified that there is a considerable knowledge gap particularly on these cultural aspects. 

 

Objective 
Based on two surveys with European forest owners, pathways and strategies to encourage a multifunctional use of 

European forests are identified, depending on the context-related characteristics of the social-ecological system they 

are located in. Knowledge on FES dynamics in forests is increased through an integrated analyses of FES 

supply and demand, covering all FES categories (provisioning, regulating and cultural) and assessing potential 

FES mismatches. Moreover, an understanding of how IM relate to FES supply and demand is developed, thus 

identifying the factors that are enabling and hindering innovation in the context of European forest management. 

Finally, the role of cultural FES (CES) in European forests is assessed, considering forest owners' existing 

perspectives, CES compatibility in relation to other FES, the potential for further supply, as well as necessary 

policy mechanisms. 
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Results 

• European forests are asked to meet the demand of multiple forest ecosystem services (FES) ranging from 

maintenance of ecological flows and biological conditions to the satisfaction of material (biomass, wild 

products, etc.) and non-material (recreation, spiritual, cultural) demands. 

• Despite social demand, regulating and cultural FES are economically almost irrelevant. 

• European forest owners consider that forests contribute in multiple ways to society’s well-being, which in 

return demands these multiple FES. Forest owners perceive that their management strongly contributes to 

climate change mitigation, purification of air quality, erosion control and provision of habitat for biodiversity; 

however, they often do not perceive the social demand of these services equally. 

• While multiple FES are demanded, there is a lack of business models and market alternatives to make them 

financially relevant. Innovations related to provisioning FES (mainly biomass production) have been the 

most important economically, while they are not perceived as so innovative. On the other hand, innovations 

of non-biomass production are perceived as comparatively fresher but less economically important.  

• The most innovation-supporting factors are individual leadership and organizational culture, followed by a 

strong private sector and available knowledge. The most hindering factor is the low economic profitability of 

FES, before the implementation of the IM. In the context of FES, innovations tend to occur out of opportunity 

and not out of a coordinated plan. 

• Cultural FES are relevant for a significant proportion of European forest owners yet engaging forest owners 

would require different strategies and specific mechanisms. A heterogeneity of views should be actively 

integrated into the European forest policy agenda. 

 

Recommendations 
• Supply and demand of FES are perceived as rather high and synergistic. However, forest owners only directly 

benefit from provisioning services. The importance of regulating and cultural FES seems to increase, but there is 

a clear need for the implementation of innovative mechanisms in order to make them profitable. 

• Supply and demand vary greatly depending on the local context. Prior to any intervention, there is thus a need 

for careful spatial targeting. 

• Innovation seems to enhance FES supply. However, innovation is perceived to be constrained by policy makers, 

stakeholders and regulatory frameworks. This reinforces the importance of approaches that build on landscape-

based context-related initiatives to promote innovation models that can be adapted, tested and then exported. 

• Given the stark environmental and socio-economic heterogeneity of European forests, policies need to take into 

account the specific local context. Multi-actor approaches and flexible policy strategies, combining diverse 

mechanisms, are recommended.  

 

Impacts and weaknesses 
The analysis is meant to be explorative, and more detailed surveys at a regional/local level would be necessary to 

get a clearer picture. Limitations particularly relate mostly to the representativity of the survey data. The 

representation of European forests and forest owners in the sample is a bit asymmetric, with geographical gaps in 

Southern and Eastern Europe.  

 

Further information 

Full report: D1.3 Analysis and relationships between FES supply and demand, and IM across Europe 
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