Forest and Wood
in Switzerland
2015 edition

Wood is part of our culture
Tradition  Wood has been a part of human life since time
immemorial. Wood was the main building material in the
forest-rich rural areas of Switzerland for millennia.

Innovation  Today, wood is an innovative raw material.

Photo: Corinne Cuendet, Clarens /LIGNUM

Photo: Markus Betschart, www.f64.ch

It provides insulation against heat loss, is surprisingly fire
resistant, can easily be moulded into different shapes and
can be combined with a large number of other materials.
Designer furniture and modern buildings with as many as
eight storeys are increasingly being made of wood. The new
wood-fired furnaces generate electricity as well as heat.

At over 700 years, Bethlehem House in Schwyz is one of
Europe’s oldest timber houses (above). T he World Intellectual Property Organization’s modern timber building in
Geneva (below).
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Wood can have more than one life through clever ‘cascade use’: uncontaminated waste wood (from buildings,
pallets etc.) can be used in the production of particleboard and fibreboard, paper fibres can be recycled
and, finally, energy can be generated from waste wood.
Multiple uses or cascades increase the added value,
reduce resource consumption and bind the climate gas
CO2 for long periods of time.

The Mont Rosa hut withstands wind and weather at an
altitude of 2,800 metres. This is possible thanks to an
ingenious timber load-bearing structure with outstanding
material properties. Wood can be used in construction,
even in extreme conditions: up to 2012, the proportion
of the total building stock accounted for by timber struc
tures increased by 15 percent – in the case of multi-
storey structures the increase was as much as 50 percent.
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Building with wood

Wood is energy
Native  Almost half of the wood consumed in Switzerland
is used in the production of energy. This means that wood
is the second most important renewable energy source after
hydropower, and covers a good 10 percent of the demand for
heating energy.

Ecological  The energy generated from Swiss wood corresponds to 1.1 billion litres of heating oil per year. When
wood is burnt, the volume of CO2 released into the atmosphere is merely equivalent to that previously stored by the
trees. Thus wood is climate-neutral and improves Switzerland’s CO2 balance.

Modern  Most of the wood-fired heating systems used in
Switzerland are single-room systems. Larger automatic systems and combined heat and power systems have become
more common in recent years. In addition to heat, these
systems increasingly also produce electricity and, thanks to
efficient filters, are more environmentally friendly. Air pollution from private fireplaces can be minimised by lighting
fires correctly (see www.holzenergie.ch/anfeuern).
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Valuable wood
Import – export  The EU Member States are Switzerland’s most important trading partners for wood. In contrast, tropical wood is very limited in its importance. Swiss
wood exports have declined since 2008 and less indigenous
wood has been harvested since then.

Added value  Switzerland exports around the same volume of wood as it imports. The exported wood undergoes
less processing than the imported wood, however. Important processing stages are carried out abroad because costs
are lower there and the corresponding production capacities
are lacking in Switzerland. The country loses out on potential added value as a result.

Import
Export

Europe
Other
countries
0

2000

4000

6000

8000

Source: Jahrbuch
Wald und Holz 2014

Million CHF

Swiss origin (in percent)
Total for Switzerland
Pulp used for paper

5.42 (51%)

10.54
4.06 (98 %)

4.13
Energy use

1.14 (37 %)
3.04
Construction and
other material use

0.22 (7 %)
3.37
Paper

Imports and exports of wood products, based on value
in million CHF per year (above). Use of wood in Switzerland 2011 (below).
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Wood and responsibility
Sustainable Swiss wood  The Federal Act on Forest
prohibits deforestation and stipulates that wood harvesting
be environmentally and socially sustainable. The ‘Schweizer
Holz’ (‘Swiss Wood’) label makes it easy for consumers to
identify the origin of wood and wood products.

The HSH label indicates that wood and wood products
originate from Swiss forests. www.holz-bois-legno.ch

Transparent origin  In some countries, the wood that
reaches the market is harvested in a way that involves the
destruction of forests and deprives local populations of their
livelihood. To counteract this, Switzerland introduced the
mandatory declaration of the country of origin and wood
types. The sale of illegally harvest-ed wood is banned here.

International labels  Irrespective of the country of origin, certification in accordance with the FSC and PEFC
standards attests to sustainable forest management.

The FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) and PEFC
(Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification
Schemes) quality seals are found on wood and wood
products from sustainably managed forests. www.ch.fsc.org
and www.pefc.ch

Further information
>> Rigling, A., Schaffer, H.P. (eds) 2015: Forest Report 2015.
C ondition and Use of Swiss F orests. Federal Office for the Environ
ment (FOEN), Bern and Swiss Federal Institute for Forest, Snow
and Landscape R esearch (WSL), Birmensdorf. 143 pp. www.bafu.
admin.ch/uz-1512-e
>> FOEN (ed) 2013: Forest Policy 2020. Visions, objectives and measures for the sustainable management of forests in Switzerland.
Federal Office for the Environment (FOEN), Bern. 66 pp. www.bafu.
admin.ch/ud-1067-e
>> BAFU (Hrsg.) 2014: Jahrbuch Wald und Holz 2014. Bundesamt für
Umwelt (BAFU), Bern. 172 S. www.bafu.admin.ch/uz-1420-d
>> Specialist topic of the Federal Office for the Environment (FOEN):
Forest and Timber: www.bafu.admin.ch/forest
>> Swiss National Forest Inventory (LFI): www.lfi.ch/index-en.php
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aktionsplan-holz
>> Forestry professions in Switzerland: www.waldberufe.ch
Legislation
The Forest Act (ForA) and Forest Ordinance (ForO) stipulate that the
forest be conserved in its area and spatial distribution and that it fulfil
its protective, social and economic functions.
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The Jura Mountains with their characteristic forest
pastures take their name from the Celtic word for forest.
Without human intervention, most of Switzerland would
be under forest cover. The landscape was gradually
opened up through deforestation. Entire mountain
slopes were cleared over the course of industrialisation.
The Forest Police Act of 1876 put a halt to this ruthless
overexploitation of forests. Switzerland’s forest area has
now stabilised and forest area is even increasing in
regions where agriculture is in decline. Location: Le
Roselet, canton of Jura.
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Forest in transition

Forest is alive
Habitat trees  Lightning, storms and decay leave their
mark on old trees. The resulting cracks, hollows and rotten
elements are colonised by mosses, fungi, insects, birds, bats
and other species. The tree itself becomes a habitat.

Deadwood  Many fungi, beetles and other species cannot
survive without deadwood. By breaking down dead trunks
and branches, these organisms return nutrients to the forest
soil and provide other species – e.g. Woodpeckers – with
food.

Forest edge  Taken together, Switzerland’s forest edges
would extend three times around the Earth. The potential
they offer as a habitat and for habitat interconnection is considerable.

Forest reserves  Habitat trees and deadwood can mature
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without disruption in the natural forest reserves. In special
forest reserves, trees are felled in such a way that light-
loving forest species flourish and habitats arise for orchids
and other rare species.

New life in the form of fungi and mosses grows from a
dead tree trunk. Around half of the animal and plant species
that live in Switzerland rely on the forest.

Forest produces
Abundant supply  Foods like mushrooms, honey, game
and chestnuts come from the forest. Large volumes of drinking water are also extracted from forested catchment areas.
Wood remains the most important forest product, however.

Raw material wood   Swiss forests produce a cubic metre
of wood every three seconds, or 10 million m3 per year. In
accordance with the principle of sustainability, in the long
term, the volume of wood harvested should correspond to
that replaced through growth. Based on one hectare of forest, this corresponds to 7.4 cubic metres, of which 6.6 cubic
metres are harvested. One third of the harvest is hardwood
and two thirds softwood, the type preferred by the construction sector.

Climate protection  Through their growth, trees remove
the climate gas CO2 from the atmosphere. Between 2008
and 2012, the Swiss forest stored 1.6 million tonnes of CO2
annually in this way. This represented around one third of
the volume by which Switzerland had to reduce its CO2
emissions over the same period in accordance with its international obligations.
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Wood harvesting and increment in cubic metres per hectare
between 1993 and 2013. The harvesting potential in the
Alpine region and in the Southern Alps is not fully exploited.

Swiss forests are local. On average, people are never
more than ten minutes away from one. The recreational
value of forests is appreciated and widely availed of.
People mainly visit forests for walking, sport or simply
passing the time. Schools and kindergartens see forests
as a ‘big classroom’ which offer a wonderful experience
for children.
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Forest experience

Forest protects
Natural hazards  Protective forests shield human beings,
buildings and transport routes against landslides, avalanches
and rockfall and also prevent erosion. Many forests reduce
the risk of wood and debris reaching rivers and streams and
thus also help to prevent floods and debris flows.

Protective forest maintenance  Without maintenance,
the protective effect of forests against natural hazards diminishes: they become overaged and too dense and develop an
undesirable structure. Forestry interventions counteract these
processes, promote the emergence of tree species suited to
the forest location and help young trees to develop.

Drinking water  Around 80 percent of drinking water
in Switzerland is obtained from groundwater. The seepage water from forest soils is particularly important for its
supply: this water is usually of excellent quality and covers
around 40 percent of the demand.
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Proportion of protective forests. Half of Switzerland’s forests
are protective forests. The proportion in the mountain regions is far higher than in the lowlands, however, protective
forests also exist in all the cantons of the Central Plateau.

Forest and the economy
Significant changes  The Swiss forestry sector and its
approximately 7,000-strong workforce is undergoing structural change. Due to the increasing difficulties arising from
international competition, the majority of forestry operations have been recording financial losses since the 1990s.
For this reason, further efforts are needed to increase
efficiency.

Uncovered costs  In many cases, the income from wood
sales does not even cover harvesting costs, not to mention
the expenses associated with protective forest maintenance,
the promotion of biodiversity and maintenance of recreational facilities. Despite the introduction of innovative
approaches, for example the operation of rope parks and
forest cemeteries, forests need public funding.

State funding  The federal authorities provide a total of
CHF 135 million annually for forest services, three quarters
of which benefits protection against natural hazards.
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Forestry operations’ income and costs in million CHF. Income from forest management declined and costs increased
over the last 30 years.
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Forest under pressure
Pollutants  Although the air has become cleaner over the
last 30 years, the plant toxin ozone and nitrogenous air pollutants continue to damage the forest. The critical impact
values for nitrogen are exceeded in over 90 percent of forest
area and give rise to overfertilisation and soil acidification.

Climate change  Temperatures in Switzerland could rise
by over 4 °C by the end of the 21st century. Storms, drought
and forest fires could increase as a result. Extreme events
weaken the forest and provide ideal conditions for the proliferation of harmful organisms

Harmful organisms  With growing international trade
flows, more and more hazardous alien species like the Asian
Long-horned beetle are reaching Switzerland.

Game browsing  Silver fir and other tree species are at
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risk when deer, chamois or elk bite their young shoots. Populations of cloven-hoofed game species increase disproportionately in the absence of large predators and consistent
hunting.

Like the Chestnut blight fungus and the Fireblight bacterium, the Asian Long-horned Beetle (ALB) is a
“particularly harmful organism” that must be reported
and controlled.

Forest and me
Forests for all  Unlike in other European countries, forests in Switzerland are open to everyone – and four out of
five Swiss residents regularly make use of them

Wide-ranging ownership  Almost one quarter of a million Swiss people own a piece of forest. However, most of
the Swiss forest is publicly owned.

Simple rules  A very wide range of activities can be pursued in forests. To ensure that their human and animal users
get along as well as possible, a few rules must be observed:
– Road blocks erected during harvesting must be
respected.
– The routes and paths specified for snow sports,
mountain biking and horse riding in the forest should
be adhered to.
– Dogs must be kept under control and must not be
allowed to roam to protect the wild animals.
– Forest fire warnings should be noted and forests should
not be visited during storm warnings.
– No waste should be left behind in the forest.
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Federal authorities 1 %
Cantons 5 %
Political communes 29 %
Civil communes and
corporations 36%
Private owners 29 %

Forest ownership in Switzerland. Almost two thirds of the
forest belongs to 2,800 different public bodies (federal
authorities, cantons, political communes, civil communes
and corporations) and the rest belongs to over 244,000
private owners.
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