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I’m a paper nerd, I confess. That’s 
why I noticed, in the previous 
issue of this Journal, that a few 

important words at the front were 
gone. Instead of proclaiming, proudly, 
that the Journal is, and always has 
been, printed on recycled paper, 
there was the sad admission that 
what I held in my hands was ‘FSC 
mix’. For a paper aficionado, this 
is the equivalent of being told that 
instead of the locally grown, organic 
vegetables we were hoping for, we 
have beans freshly flown in from 
Kenya. OK, they are not genetically 
modified or grown with slave labour, 
but is it good enough to know that 
there are worse products on the 
market? No, it’s not good enough. 
We have principles, don’t we? We are 
trying to do the right thing. 

So, in terms of paper, what is the 
right thing? It’s simple. This article 
only really needs one word and you 
have the whole story. And that word 
is ‘recycled’. If you are busy, you can 
flip to the next article now knowing 
you have the key point of this 
one. But if you want to know why 
‘FSC mix’ is not good enough and 
‘recycled’ is, read on. 

Recycled fibre
Let’s start with the different 
environmental impacts of recycled 
versus fresh (non-recycled) wood 
fibre. There is a useful tool called 
the Paper Calculator [1] to assess 
them. The paper needed to print 
this magazine, for each issue, weighs 
about 200 kilograms, roughly the 
same as the average European person 
uses in a year. The Paper Calculator 
gives the following results for shifting 
this volume from fresh fibre to 100 
per cent post-consumer recycled: 
10,200 litres less water, 240 kilograms 
less CO2 and several kilograms less of 
each of various pollutants including 
sulphates and volatile organic 
compounds. It also avoids using the 
wood from five trees. 

There is absolutely no question that 
re-cycling tree fibres avoids the vast 
bulk of the impacts caused in their 
first-time use and for those of us 
interested in avoiding climate change 
emissions, it is crucial to avoid 
pulping wood whenever possible.  
Why? Smashing brown wood fibres 
to pulp and bleaching them white 
takes enormous effort, which explains 
why despite paper having been made 
for more than 2,000 years, we only 
started making it from trees about 
150 years ago, after the industrial 
revolution had achieved considerable 

sophistication. But once the effort 
has been put in to turn our best 
construction material into pulp, it 
does not need so much power to 
refashion it into a different kind of 
paper material.

To really understand the climate 
change impacts of paper-making 
we have to remember what happens 
in forests when the paper industry 
moves in. Industrial forest harvesting 
for pulp generally extracts the entire 
tree. Most pulp mills are powered 
by biomass plants, so they want not 
only the wood fibres, but also the 
bark, brash and even roots as a source 
of fuel. Digging up tree stumps 
makes re-planting easier and cheaper 
to mechanise, so it is catching on 
around the world (I first watched it, 
in horror, in Finland nearly a decade 
ago). Most of a forest’s carbon store is 
below ground, and tree extraction and 
ploughing for replanting causes vast 
emissions of that carbon, which are 
exacerbated by tree-stump extraction. 
It is worst in soils with high organic 
levels, like peat.

In the fresh-fibre scenario, the carbon 
in the five trees used to make paper 
are on track towards the atmosphere, 
whereas if the paper is made from 
re-used fibres, those five trees are still 
in the ground, absorbing carbon. The 

Forest campaigner and RS member Mandy Haggith explains 
why choosing FSC paper isn’t really a choice at all.

Mixed up about paper
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Above left: A nice big cedar in a Canadian old growth forest 
(90% of logging in Canada is in old-growth forests). Above 
right: A big monster handling waste paper. Opposite: A paper 
mountain showing how much paper one average British 
individual uses each year. Photos: Bill Ritchie, Judith Deland.
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five trees cut down are replaced by 
seedlings but it can take decades for 
them to reach carbon sequestration 
levels equivalent to five mature trees 
- and that means a ‘carbon debt’  of 
decades. 

Certification
Back to ‘FSC mix’. Fresh-fibre 
advocates say that buying Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) labelled 
paper supports good foresters and 
puts money in their pockets, and 
that’s a good thing, surely? Not 
necessarily. The FSC is flawed and 
has endorsed some bad forest and 
plantation management, but it is 
as good a certification system as we 
have. My gripe is not with the FSC’s 
forest certification process, it is with 
its product labelling system. 

There are three FSC logos for paper. 
One is ‘FSC recycled’ and that’s the 
one to go for. Then there’s ‘FSC 
Pure’ (rare as hen’s teeth) and ‘FSC 
mix’, both of which are wholly or 
mostly fresh fibres. What ‘FSC mix’ 
means is that at least 30 per cent 
of the fibre in the paper has come 
from an FSC certified forest, but 
the remaining 70 per cent is merely 
‘controlled’. The sins hiding within 
the FSC’s controlled wood system 
are many. Fibre that is controlled is 
supposed to be legal, free of social 
conflict, not genetically modified 
and not sourced from high value 
conservation forests. Sometimes the 
checks are good enough, but even 
when they are, the bottom line is that 
this wood mostly comes from forests 
whose management does not merit a 
sustainability certificate. 

There are some mixed source papers 
that have some recycled content and 
are made with clean technology, 
but the ‘mix’ label brackets them in 
with papers that are 100 per cent 
fresh fibre, 70 per cent from a pulp 
plantation on disputed land in a 
developing country, bleached with 
chlorine in a factory powered by coal. 
The ‘mix’ label, I contend, mixes up 
good papers with bad, distorts the 
market in favour of deteriorating 

environmental standards 
and greenwashes 
unsustainable paper 
products. 

Worth a little more
What about the economics 
of recycled versus fresh 
fibre? Recycled paper 
costs a bit more than 
fresh, but it has wider 
economic benefits. You 
only need two numbers 
to understand the 
economics of the UK’s 
forest footprint, and they 
are both ‘five’. Firstly, just 
one in five of the trees we 
use here grow here - the other four 
come from abroad (and by what right 
do we pulp and dump other people’s 
forests?). Secondly, the annual cost 
to the UK economy in terms of the 
negative balance of payments caused 
by this dependence on imports 
is £5 billion. It is both ethically 
irresponsible and economically stupid 
to rely so much on imported forest 
products - if we recycled all those 
wood fibres five times, we could slash 
imports.  

But in Scotland, all the paper that is 
collected from ‘recycling’ bins and 
the blue bins picked up by our local 
authorities leaves the country and 
most of it is exported to the far east. 
It is a disgrace that paper that was cut 
from tiger habitat in Indonesia, then 
shipped halfway round the world, 
finds itself, after one quick blast 
through a printer, back in another 
container ship on its way to China. 
In the UK, we export twice as much 
waste paper as we reprocess, and 
the situation is getting worse, with 
recycling mills going to the wall, 
because people are buying less and 
less recycled paper. 

We desperately need to encourage 
the few remaining paper reprocessing 
businesses by buying their products. 
They have an excellent record of 
creating jobs, and as we saw earlier, 
their environmental impacts are 
miniscule compared to the fresh-fibre 

manufacturers. Unless we purchase 
their products, and put our money 
into the closed-loop resource use that 
they practice, they will continue to 
die out. 

So, please choose the recycled option, 
whenever you can, whether it’s toilet 
roll, printer paper, notebooks or 
envelopes. And if you have a job or 
voluntary role that involves getting 
things printed, like flyers, leaflets or 
magazines, please make sure you ask 
the printer to use recycled paper for 
them too. It might cost a few pounds 
more, but it will cause less pollution, 
use less water, produce far fewer 
carbon emissions and it is better for 
forests, which after all, is why you 
are reading this magazine, isn’t it? 
And hopefully you are as pleased as 
I am that, once again, this Journal is 
printed on recycled paper. 

Notes
1. www.whatsinyourpaper.org

Mandy Haggith lives on a woodland 
croft in Assynt, where she works as a 
freelance researcher and writer. She 
has been working and campaigning 
for forests and their people since 1997. 
Mandy has published a book called 
Paper Trails, about the impacts of our 
paper use and is co-ordinator of the 
European Environmental Paper Network 
(www.environmentalpaper.eu).

For those of us interested in avoiding 
climate change emissions, it is crucial 
to avoid pulping wood whenever 
possible.  
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The Doreen MacIntyre Prize
In the next issue a prize will be launched 
in memory of Doreen MacIntyre. The 
award will support a great paper-
saving idea. If you would like to make 
a contribution to the prize fund in 
Doreen’s memory, or to find out more 
about the prize, see page 35 for details.


