
1

Towards strict protection of primary and 
old-growth forests in the EU

José I. Barredo

European Commission

Joint Research Centre

Forests and Bioeconomy Unit (JRC.D.1)  

Old-growth forests in the context of climate policy: what is and what is not an old-growth 

forest? - International conference, October 12-13, 2023, Latvia 



2

Primary & OGF in the EU

- Rare, small and fragmented

- 1.4 to 3.2 Mha, < 3% of EU forest land area

- Key for biodiversity and climate services

- ~4.4 Mha to be mapped (> size of NL)

https://dx.doi.org/10.2760/797591
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European countries report the extent of primary forests

• Definition of PF broadly accepted

• But consistently measuring the area of PF among

countries has proven to be challenging

• Wide range of methodologies to report on PF.

Which have an impact on the area of PF reported

• Questions on the comparability of data among

countries and applicability for policy decisions

• Need to increase consistency in data collection

requirements → Enhance comparability of

statistics among countries → Series of workshops

2020-2022
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FAO FRA and other sources in European countries 
(examples)

Primary forests (000 ha)

Country EPFD V2.0 FRA-FAO (2020) Other sources Reference

Bulgaria 57 704 - -

Finland 1,000 – 2,815 203 1,600 The Finnish Nature Panel (2021)1

Romania 70 165 351 – 740 Munteanu et al. (2022)2

Sweden
38

Potential: 2,400
2,249 2,000 Andersson (2021)3

Latvia 4.8 17 - -

1 https://doi.org/10.17011/jyx/SLJ/2021/4 
2 https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13820
3 https://skyddaskogen.se/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/skyddaskogen.se_forestry-at-the-edge-2020-final-lowres.pdf
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EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030, but not only
- To strictly protect all primary & OGF in the EU

- To strictly protect 10% of the EU's land (and sea) areas by 2030

- Today only 3% of land is strictly protected in the EU

- And around 87% of the ‘known/mapped’ primary & OGF

- Proposal for a Nature Restoration Law (COM(2022) 304 final) → Trilogue

- Restored areas could contribute to the EU targets on protected areas

- In turn, protected areas can contribute to restoration targets, e.g. areas which can recover naturally by

stopping pressures from human activities

- REDII: Renewable Energy Directive (Directive EU 2018/2001)

- Biomass shall not be made from raw material obtained from primary forests, highly biodiverse

forests, areas designated for protection

- Provisional agreement 20/3/2023 strengthens the bioenergy sustainability criteria. Forest biomass is

not sourced from areas with importance from a biodiversity and carbon stock perspective
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Towards strict protection of primary & OGF 

- Biodiversity Strategy to 2030 [COM(2020) 380 final]

- It will be crucial to define, map, monitor and strictly protect all the EU’s

remaining primary and old-growth forests

1) To define: Guidelines for Defining, Mapping, Monitoring and Strictly Protecting EU

Primary and Old-Growth Forests1

2) To map: Key contribution from EU Member States using guidelines

3) To monitor: Remote sensing, NFI, ground surveys, …

4) To strictly protect: Member States, NADEG working group, other

1 https://environment.ec.europa.eu/publications/guidelines-defining-mapping-monitoring-and-strictly-protecting-eu-primary-and-old-growth-forests_en
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Protection level in primary & OGF in the EU

- Mapped/known primary & OGF

- 1.4 to 3.5 Mha

- 93% Natura 2000 Network

- 87% strictly protected (i.e. IUCN Ia, Ib, and II)

- Non-mapped primary & OGF

- ~4.4 Mha (high uncertainty)

- ?% Natura 2000 Network

- ?% strictly protected

https://dx.doi.org/10.2760/797591

Natura 2000

Strictly protected
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In the meantime…

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/09/07/world/europe/eu-logging-wood-pellets.html

https://doi.org/10.1029/2022EF003221

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foreco.2019.117466
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Key ecosystem services provided by primary & OGF

Biodiversity and carbon storage

Proportionality tells us to look 

into the 97%
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Primary & OGF as reference sites for forest ecosystem condition

Forest ecosystem condition 2018

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-023-39434-0
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- Primary & OGF forests have disappeared from large zones of the European

continent

- These forests are critical for biodiversity and ESS, including climate regulation

- Large amount of carbon stored in their living biomass, deadwood, and soils

(i.e. SOC), and the habitat provided for imperilled species

- Living laboratories where natural processes are studied for designing

restoration measures

- Benchmark for ecosystem condition studies

- They are declining in the EU

Take-home messages
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Thank you
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