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How does forest management and the use of 
wood contribute to economic prosperity and 
employment?

Forests cover 40% of the EU 27 territory, 159 million hectares in total (Forest Europe, 2020). Most of the 
forests are actively managed for timber production, with about 500 million cubic meters of roundwood 
harvested in 2019 (Eurostat 2020a). Timber production is an important pillar of the forest-based 
bioeconomy and source of income from forest operations from traditional and emerging wood-based 
products and related sectors and value chains. However, it is not the only goal of forest management. 
Forest serve as protective forests (e.g. for avalanche or erosion protection), for health, tourism and 
recreation functions and sectors in shared land use such as agroforestry regimes, and forest management 
reflects these different needs and supports employment in various ways.

According to Eurostat (2020a), total economic output from forestry and logging was 55,796 million 
Euros (EU-27; year 2017) with the highest outputs from Sweden, Germany and France (Figure 1) and 
differences between the EU regions (Table 1).
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Figure 1. Total economic output of forestry in logging at basic prices by country (EU-27, 2017)

Table 1. Total economic output from forestry and logging by regions (EU-27, 2017).
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The EU’s wood-based industries cover a range of downstream activities (Eurostat, 2020a), including 
woodworking industries, large parts of the furniture industry, pulp and paper manufacturing and converting 
industries, and the printing industry. Together, some 401,000 enterprises were active in wood-based 
industries across the EU-27 in 2018; they represented 20% of manufacturing enterprises across the 
EU-27, highlighting that - with the exception of pulp and paper manufacturing that is characterised by 
economies of scale - many wood-based industries had a relatively high number of small or medium-
sized enterprises. 

The economic importance of an industry can be measured by the share of its Gross Value Added (GVA) 
in the economy. In 2017, the GVA of wood-based industries in the EU-27 was EUR 129 billion Euros 
or 7.1% of the total manufacturing industry. Within the EU-27’s wood-based industries, the largest 
GVA was recorded for pulp, paper and paper products manufacturing (34% or 44 billion Euros). With 
regard to the other three sectors, printing and service activities related to printing amounted to 19% of 
the GVA of wood-based industries, while the manufacture of furniture and manufacturing of wood and 
wood products each made up between 23% and 24%. 

The forestry sector in the EU-27 (in 2017) employed 483,700 persons, with the highest values reported for 
Poland (52,700), Germany (48,000) and Sweden (41,000) (Figure 2), and with big regional differences 
(Table 2). On average, labour productivity in European forestry is 40,000 and 50,000 Euros of value 
added per person (Ronzon and M’Barek, 2018).

Figure 2. Employment in forestry and logging by country (EU-27, 2017).

Table 2. Employment in forestry and logging by region (EU-27, 2017).
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Most wood-based industry falls within category “Manufacture of wood, paper, printing and reproduction” 
(NACE C16-C18, Eurostat, 2020b), which employed 2.5 million people in the EU-28 in 2017 and has 
seen a 10% drop in employment since 2010 (Figure 3). This figure can be further disaggregated into 
“Manufacture of wood and of products of wood and cork” (C16) which employs 1.1 million people, 
“Manufacture of paper and paper products” (C17) which employs 650,000 people and “Printing and 
reproduction of recorded media” (C18) which employs 750,000. Additionally, the category “Manufacture 
of furniture and other manufacturing” (C31-C32) employs 2.2 million persons, from which 71% can be 
attributed to the manufacture of furniture (Eurostat, 2020c). To a small extent, figures on employment 
in these manufacturing sectors go beyond the forest industry sector. So in total, EU-28 employment 
in the forestry and extended wood-based value chains amounted to around 4.5 million people in 2018 
(Robert et al, 2020).

Figure 3. Employment in wood-based industries in the EU-28, 2010-2017.

However, when interpreting the statistics above, it is important to remember that they do not fully 
reflect the contribution of the forest sector to other industrial sectors such as the construction, textiles, 
chemicals and plastics industries. When taking into account global drivers such as climate change, it 
is expected that forest biomass enters more strongly into these new industrial sectors, implying that 
the full magnitude of forest bioeconomy can be underestimated in official statistics. This would be one 
important development area in future statistical classifications.

Further, forest management also influences sectors that use the forest, but not necessarily the trees. 
This applies strongly, but not exclusively to the service sector, with forest-based economic activities 
such as tourism and recreation. Agroforestry and Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs) are further 
examples, as well as more specialized sectors, such as reindeer husbandry, which depend strongly 
on specific forms of forest management. While there are no or only few European statistics on those 
incomes, and estimations are only on case studies or rather vague, the type of forest management 
has considerable influence on rural employment and revenue. These ‘side stream’ economic effects of 
the forestry sector are not trivial; for example, a recent study (Lovrić et al., 2020) found that the value 
of annual NWFP removals in Europe amounts to 23.3 billion Euros or 71% of the value of roundwood 
removals, and that for 0.5% of European households they represent the main income source.
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There are no representative quantitative data on how forest-based income is distributed across forest 
owners, but it can be stated that pursuing income from forest management is strongly linked to the 
size of forests - many small-scale forest owners consider forest management financially unrewarding; 
and that forest-based income is more important to forest owners in Western Europe than in Eastern 
Europe (Feliciano et al, 2017). In its relation to the wider bioeconomy, forestry and logging account for 
2.8% and wood-based industry for 17.7% of total bioeconomy employment, where it is expected that 
the share of highly-skilled employment will increase in the future (Scarlat et al, 2015).
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