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Who is GreenLink?

GreenLink Forest Resources LLC was created to provide sustainable forest products to global markets and to uphold the Principles of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) on the forest lands of small private landholders in the Southeast, primarily in South Carolina, North Carolina, and Georgia.  Consumers of wood products around the world are increasingly asking for verifiable sourcing that confirms the sustainability of the wood supply chain through third-party auditing and chain-of-custody tracking.  GreenLink Forest Resources LLC was founded to offer FSC group certification to small landowners in a cost–effective manner through the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group.  Group certification allows smaller forest landowners a mechanism to achieve forest certification that otherwise would be cost-prohibitive.  Group members do not hold individual FSC certificates, but as long as they comply with all the requirements of group membership, their forest properties are covered by the forest management certificate issued to the group entity. 
GreenLink Forest Resources LLC is a South Carolina chartered company that will serve as the Group Manager or legal management entity for the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group.  The founder and president of GreenLink Forest Resources LLC is Chester Kearse Jr.  As president of Kearse Land & Timber Corporation, Mr. Kearse has over 10 years of experience managing the first private FSC-certified forest in South Carolina.  He brings over 32 years total forest management experience to GreenLink.   Mr. Kearse is a Society of American Foresters (SAF) Certified Forester and is an SAF Fellow.  He was the recipient of the Distinguished Service to Forestry award from the Appalachian Society of American Foresters in 2004 and received recognition as the 2001 Outstanding Clemson Forestry Alumnus among other forestry related awards and recognition.  Mr. Kearse can be reached at 803-368-8130.
What Is Certification and Why Is It Necessary?
Forest certification is the process of verifying, in an independent and credible way, that a forest is managed in accordance with a publicly-available standard.  Certification provides a tool to assure landowners that their forests are being well-managed and continually improved to meet long-term ecological, economic and social goals.   It also provides a recognizable product label demanded in many markets that assure consumers that the wood products they use originate from sustainable forests.  Products from certified forestland can, through chain-of-custody certification, move though the production supply chain, and, in the end, receive labeling that allows customers to know the product came from a certified, well-managed forest.  The American Tree Farm system was one of the earliest forms of forest certification but until recently did not have a chain-of custody system of tracing forest products from the woods to the consumer.  The current FSC Forest certification scheme adopted by GreenLink was originally developed for tropical areas where effective governmental regulations of forestry practices did not exist. 

Forest certification has become an important part of forest management over the last decade.  There are many different parties who can potentially benefit from certification.  Certification can provide:
· forest owners and managers with better access to markets or even a better price for their product;

· processors and retailers with an effective and efficient mechanism for allowing retailers and others to demonstrate that their wood and paper products originated from well-managed forests;
· environmental and social non-governmental organizations with a mechanism to  engage more constructively with the forest products industry;
· many banks and investment companies with assurance that their money is going into forests that meet high social and environmental standards; and 
· donors and aid organizations with an independent mechanism for verifying that donor or aid money given to promote sustainable forest management is achieving its goal.

Whatever the reason for certification, there are always two things which are required:

· a published and widely-accepted forest management standard that defines what “good forest management” is and 
· a mechanism for independent, third-party certification to verify whether the standard is being met.
What Are the Principles of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)?

In an effort to promote responsible forest management around the globe, the Forest  Stewardship Council developed a set of principles that, when followed, could contribute to a more sustainable forestland base throughout the world and lead to more sustainable communities that depend on the forests for their economic and spiritual well being.  GreenLink Forest Stewards recognizes that we live in an interdependent world where forest products are managed and traded on a global basis.  GreenLink Forest Stewards Group will be managed according to the Forest Stewardship Council’s International Standards for Group Entities in Forest Management Groups (FSC-STD-30-005[V1-0] EN).  FSC Principles and Criteria for Forest Stewardship (http://www.fscus.org/images/documents/standards/FSC-US%20Forest%20Management%20Standard%20v1.0%20with%20FF%20indicators.pdf) specifies how FSC expects forest management to accomplish FSC principles.  By following the principles set forth by the Forest Stewardship Council, we hope our members can provide forest products to the world that are managed in an economically, biologically and socially sustainable manner.  
The following is an overview of the 10 FSC Principles:

Principle 1:  (Compliance with Laws and FSC Principles) – Forest management shall respect all applicable laws of the country in which they occur, and international treaties and agreements to which the country is a signatory, and comply with all FSC Principles and Criteria.

Principle 2:  (Tenure and Use Rights and Responsibilities) – Long-term tenure and use rights to the land and forest resources shall be clearly defined, documented and legally established.

Principle 3:  (Indigenous People’s Rights) – The legal and customary rights of indigenous peoples to own, use and manage their lands, territories, and resources shall be recognized and respected.

Principle 4:  (Community Relations and Worker’s Rights) – Forest management operations shall maintain or enhance the long-term social and economic well being of forest workers and local communities.

Principle 5:  (Benefits from the Forest) – Forest management operations shall encourage the efficient use of the forest’s multiple products and services to ensure economic viability and wide range of environmental and social benefits.

Principle 6:  (Environmental Impact) – Forest management shall conserve biological diversity and its associated values, water resources, soils, and unique and fragile ecosystems and landscapes, and, by so doing, maintain the ecological functions and the integrity of the forest.

Principle 7:  (Management Plan) – A management plan – appropriate to scale and intensity of operations – shall be written, implemented, and kept up-to-date.  The long-term objectives of management, and the means of achieving them, shall be clearly defined.

Principle 8:  (Monitoring and Assessment) – Monitoring shall be conducted – appropriate to scale and intensity of forest management – to assess the condition of forest, yields of forest products, chain-of-custody, management activities and their social and environmental impacts.

Principle 9:  (Maintenance of High Conservation Value Forests [HCVF]) – Management activities in high conservation value forests shall maintain or enhance the attributes which define such forests.  Decisions regarding high conservation value forests shall always be considered in the context of a precautionary approach. 

Principle 10: (Plantations) – In addition to compliance with the above, plantations should complement the management of, reduce pressures on and promote the restoration and conservation of natural forests.
Each principle has specific criteria, indicators, and means of achieving each of the indicators.  A principle is an essential element of forest stewardship.   A criterion is a specific means of judging whether a principle has been fulfilled.  An indicator identifies a variable that specifically tells whether a criterion is met in a regional context and specifically states desired management outcomes and processes.  Quantitative indicators include amounts, volumes, numbers, and percentages; qualitative indicators are usually satisfied by a “yes” or “no” answer.  A verifier provides an example of a way in which a forest or management condition or state can be easily assessed to determine whether an indicator has been met.  For example, PRINCIPLE #1 is COMPLIANCE WITH LAWS AND FSC PRINCIPLES, Forest management shall respect all applicable laws of the country in which they occur, and international treaties and agreements to which the country is a signatory, and comply with all FSC Principles and Criteria.  One of the criteria for Principle 1 is that Forest management shall respect all national and local laws and administrative requirements.   One of the verifiers for Principle 1 is “Forest management plans and operations comply with federal, state, county, municipal, and tribal laws, case law, and regulations.” For example, permits and/or authorization are obtained when required (based on the Revised Final Forest Certification Standard for the Southeastern United States Version 10.0 2/10/05).
Where Does GreenLink Operate?
The GreenLink Forest Stewardship Group will be structured with a Type 1 FSC Group Structure with two subsets of forest management groups.  All property in the GreenLink Forest Resources Group must be located in either the states of North Carolina, South Carolina or Georgia in the Lower Atlantic Coastal Plain, North Atlantic Coastal Plain, or Piedmont physiographic regions within these three states. The total forestland ownership under one legal entity must be at least 75 acres or approximately 30 hectares but no more than 20,000 acres or approximately 8100 hectares.  Cultivated fields, certain water impoundments, home sites and other non-forested areas should not be included in the total forested acres to be certified. The forestland must be a “working” forest with active forest management occurring on a regular basis, for example a Group Member would have a reasonably up-to-date management plan, periodic expenditures and income, or a history of using professional consultation.  For the purposes of GreenLink Forest Stewardship Group, small family forests must be less than 1000 hectares (2740 acres) in size.  Those properties that are larger than 1000 hectares (2740 acres) in size are considered to be in the large landowner subset and are divided into either the large private landowner or the corporate landowner. 
How Does GreenLink Operate?
The GreenLink Forest Stewards Group is committed to upholding the standards of the Forest Stewardship Council as a means of promoting and recognizing superior forest management on the lands of the group members.  A group member’s participation is strictly voluntary.  Due to the detailed nature of the standards, it is important that all potential landowners be qualified and able to uphold the FSC standards.  For various reasons, not all landowners may be suited for certification under the FSC certification scheme.  That is why the following membership eligibility rules have been developed to ensure that all parties are reasonably able and willing to fulfill their commitments over the short and long-term.

Pre-enrollment Criteria:
In order to become a Group Member, an applicant must adequately manage and monitor his or her forest property in a manner that meets the auditing criteria of the FSC principals.  To do this, the applicant must:

•
show clear title to his landholdings;

•
have an up-to-date management plan conforming to the group’s approved template;
· possess knowledge and use of approved forest practices or have professional forester representation;

· have management expertise and planning appropriate to the scale of operations or have professional forester advice available;

· arrange for a pre-enrollment inspection tour to assess the ability of the forestland to meet the requirements of the Group standards; and

· provide a contact information list of “stake-holders” – anyone who would be affected by the group member’s forest management.  Stakeholders include neighboring landowners, local government, environmental and conservation groups, social organizations, workers and employees, and anyone else who will be affected by the Group Member’s management. 
Management Plan
A management plan – appropriate to the scale and intensity of the operations – must be written, implemented, and kept up-to-date.  The management plan must include:

· Management objectives;

· A description of the forest resources to be managed, environmental limitations, land use and ownership status, socio-economic conditions and a profile of adjacent lands;

· A description of silvicultural and/or other management systems;

· Rationale for rate of annual harvest and species selection;

· Provisions for monitoring forest growth;
· Environmental safeguards based on environmental assessments (e.g., Best Management Practices for Streamside Management Zones);

· Plans for identifying and protecting rate, threatened, and endangered species (e.g., Heritage Trust Program sites);
· Maps describing the forest resource base, including protected areas and planned management activities; and

· A description and justification of harvesting techniques and equipment to be used.

The management plan shall be periodically revised to incorporate the results of monitoring or new scientific and technical information.  The management plan shall be shared with the Group Manager and third-party auditor, while respecting the confidentiality of information.  GreenLink will maintain member and property information on all Group Members (see Appendix 3 in GreenLink’s Operations Manual).
Group Member Responsibilities:

After becoming a Group Member, the Group Member agrees to:

· manage his/her property according to the FSC standards;

· contact the Group Manager for clarification if uncertainties arise about the appropriateness of a forest management practice;

· make their property and forest management records available to GreenLink Forest Resources and/or third-party auditor(s);

· sign required documents acknowledging participation in the group and adherence to group policies and FSC principals; 

·  remit group membership fees in a timely manner; and

·  assess and report management activities on at least a yearly basis.
Monitoring:
Internal Group Monitoring

Group Members must agree to internal monitoring as well as third-party audits.  GreenLink will employ an Internal Monitoring system to verify individual Group Member’s compliance, as well as to provide a means for offering advice to landowners about specific performance criteria related to the FSC principles.   The Internal Monitoring process will be a key factor in assuring the success of the GreenLink Group through landowner education and advisement.  Education and consultation can steer landowners toward desirable practices under the FSC principles.  Should a potential problem be found, the Group Member can then take appropriate action to remedy a deficiency before it could adversely affect the entire Group’s certification.  Internal Monitoring is a distinct process and should not be confused with Property-level Monitoring, which is to be conducted by each individual member.

The GreenLink Group Manager, a GreenLink forester or a forester that is contracted and trained by GreenLink Forest Resources will conduct internal monitoring.  Landowners should understand that such internal monitoring may be conducted in conjunction with state forestry or wildlife personnel for consultation and discussion of specific forest management practices.

Internal Monitoring intensity will be initially employed as follows:  Each potential new member will receive a pre-enrollment inspection of his property as part of the new member enrollment process.  Thereafter, each small family forest landowner will be visited on at least a three-year rotating basis.  Each landowner with more than 1000 hectares (2470 acres) will be visited at least annually.  The Group Manager may schedule additional visits if a potential problem warrants an additional visit.  If a Group Member desires interim monitoring visits or on-site consultation, the Group Manager will provide such services at an initial fee of $45/hr and $0.55/mile travel charge, to be adjusted on an annual basis to track inflation.  Estimated fees of service rendered will be disclosed before any consultation occurs.

After an Internal Monitoring visit, the landowner will receive a copy of the inspection checklist.  The checklist will also offer comments and recommendations to the landowner or his representative as appropriate.   A copy of the checklist will be sent to the member and the member’s professional representative, if applicable, and a copy will be kept in the member’s file.  If the Group Forester finds a substantial problem that appears to be in violation of the Group standards, then a Corrective Action Request process may be initiated with the landowner so that the entire group is not issued a CAR during a future official FSC audit. 

Property-level Monitoring and Reporting

The purpose of property level-monitoring is for the Group Member to maintain an up-to-date evaluation of overall forest health and development on his/her property.   As part of the chain-of-custody process, Group Members must also report the volume and types of lumber sold.

The Forest Management Plan should identify critical forest attributes that should be monitored and provide information on the methods and timing for evaluating each attribute.  The forest inventory that is completed when the plan is written is the best time to identify critical attributes and decide how often they should be re-evaluated.  Property-wide critical attributes that might be identified in the management plan could include the following:

•
Presence of specific exotic/invasive species known to occur in the area;

•
Occurrence of insect or disease outbreaks or natural disasters;

•
Boundary maintenance and occurrences of trespass;

•
Occurrence and condition of any important wildlife habitat components; rare, threatened, or endangered species, and sensitive or unique natural communities; and

•
Implementation of, or deviation from, the management plan.

A landowner can access most property-wide attributes with a careful walk through the woods once or twice a year, preferably during the growing season.

Audits

Key to the forest certification process is auditing by a third-party certifier to ensure that the standards of certification are being met.  This is a formal process offered by many companies that are authorized by the Forest Stewardship Council to conduct such third-party audits.  The Forest Stewardship Council sets the principles and criteria to be followed by landowners, but the independent auditors evaluate if these standards are being met.  Evaluation by GreenLink personnel of a landowner’s property is not considered to be an audit but rather part of the internal monitoring of the group.  The Audit process in the GreenLink Group will refer only to monitoring or assessment by a third-party certifier with no direct affiliation with FSC or GreenLink Forest Resources.

The initial certifying body or third-party auditor for the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group will be a company known as Smartwood.  Smartwood is affiliated with the Rainforest Alliance, has been a third-party auditor since 1989 and has conducted FSC certification of forestland in over 70 countries.  However, GreenLink Forest Resources has the right to employ any FSC authorized third-party certification organization that it wishes to use in the future.

Members of the GreenLink Forest Stewards should be aware that certification auditors must be allowed access to their property to make inspections.  The properties selected for visit by the auditors are usually done randomly, but complaints such as a BMP violation might warrant a mandatory visit.  It should be noted that the auditors simply make assessments; they have no legal rights or jurisdiction over a landowner.  The information that they collect is strictly confidential and will only be reported to the Group Manager and the certification company where the auditor works.  GreenLink Forest Resources takes seriously the confidentiality of the landowners and will defend the privacy rights of the Group Members.  Any non-conformance issues found will be addressed through the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group Corrective Action Process.
Chain-of-Custody
One of the key benefits of FSC Group Certification is the opportunity for small landowners to supply products to the marketplace that are certified to FSC standards.  The Chain-of-Custody procedure is integral in ensuring that forest products from the GreenLink Group members are sold and tracked throughout the production process to assure the purchaser or end-user that such products were produced from GreenLink sustainable forests.  The integrity of this process can never be compromised.  If a member is found to have purposely violated the intent of the chain-of-custody procedures outlined below, then the Group Member is subject to immediate expulsion from the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group.

A GreenLink Group Member may choose to sell his forest products without the FSC claim that he is entitled to use as being a member in good standing of the GreenLink Group.  However, this decision must be made before the landowner offers his forest products to the open market.  In other words, it would be unethical to advertise a timber sale as being “FSC-certified” or from FSC certified lands and then refuse to pass the GreenLink chain-of-custody number on to the potential purchaser through a signed contract.  If a Group Member chooses to sell his/her timber products as FSC-certified, he must adhere to the following procedures completely.

Both the members of GreenLink and the purchasers of forest products from GreenLink members understand that all products to be sold will be “100% FSC Pure.”  That means that the certified forest products leaving the sale area cannot be mixed in any way with non-certified products from another non-certified location until the final delivery point has occurred.  There cannot be any percentage-based claims.  In order for the chain-of-custody system to be sound and verifiable, certain elements need to be in place throughout the process.

The GreenLink Chain-of-Custody process requires the following three elements: 1) legal transfer; 2) tracking and security; and 3) reporting.  Each is described in detail as follows.
Legal Transfer
As stated earlier, there are times when a landowner may not see a need to make an FSC claim on a forest products sale.  This could occur if a forest product is being purchased by an entity that does not have an FSC certification requirement or the landowner does not perceive a premium or a benefit to be derived from making the sale as FSC-certified.  However, if the sale is to be made as an ”FSC-certified” sale, a written contract or timber deed that specifically states that the forest products being sold are 100% Pure FSC is required.   An FSC claim cannot be made unless there is a written legal document transferring ownership of the forest product from the Group Member to another legal entity.  If the FSC claim is to be made, this written contract requirement must be met in every instance no matter how small or large the sale.  In addition, the following wording must appear in this exact form somewhere in the contact or deed at the discretion of a lawyer, buyer or landowner:  “One hundred percent (100%) Pure FSC from the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group, number SW-FM/COC-000159.”  If a small landowner wishes to see a sample contract, the Group Manager can produce examples as needed.  However, the Group Manager or his representatives cannot assist in contract preparation unless contracted on a consulting basis that is distinct and unrelated to managing the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group and then only if the GreenLink Forest Resources LLC represents the landowner with the complete execution of the timber sale.  
Tracking and Security
Within the operating area of the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group, the primary means by which forest products are sold are 1) lump sum or 2) per unit.  For example, a lump sum sale would entail the Group Member receiving a fixed value for a certain fixed volume of timber or other forest product such as pine straw from a designated area of the forest.   On the other hand, “per unit” sales are calculated based on the number of individual forest product units actually sold, usually tons or scaled board feet, but it could be bales in the case of pine straw as an example. 

Lump Sum Sale
A lump sum sale of any forest product that is sold to a buyer with an FSC claim must have a valid contract and/or timber deed that is properly executed.  At a minimum, the following elements must be included in the contract or deed: 1) Group Member’s name and address; 2) legal description of exact tract from which products are sold, including a tract name identifier if the landowner has multiple tracts of land; 3) purchaser’s name and address; 4) forest products sale map attached showing exact location of sale unit within the tract; 5) detailed description of forest products to be sold; 6) the following exact wording with the description of forest products:  Lump Sum Sale of One-hundred percent (100%) Pure FSC from the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group, number SW- FM/COC-005677; 7) Group Member’s GreenLink membership number; and 8) legal signatures of seller and buyer with witnesses to signatures.  It is strongly advised that additional provisions are included in a contract to protect a member’s interest and see that proper harvesting techniques are followed; however, the information presented above is requisite for the chain-of-custody procedure to be valid.  There will be no exceptions, so it is incumbent upon the Group Manager and staff to inform Group Members and their resource professionals about these contract requirements as part of the training process.

At the point of executing a lump-sum sale with the elements outlined above embedded in the contract and/or deed, the legal chain-of-custody of the forest products has now passed to the purchaser named on the contract.  In other words, the purchaser now has legal possession of the timber products described in the contract.  If the purchaser wishes to pass the chain-of-custody onto other points in the chain-of-custody manufacturing or distribution chain, the purchaser is responsible for instituting an approved FSC system of tracking.  The landowner is not responsible for any system or tracking at the time of harvesting, only to guarantee that no other forest products were harvested outside of the sale area boundaries and that forest products harvested within the sale boundaries are specifically identified in the sale contract.

Per Unit Sale

A “Per Unit” sale of forest products requires a procedure of tracking and security assurance that is not required with a “Lump Sum” sale.  This is due to the fact that the landowner is compensated by the number of “units” harvested, usually reported in tons measured by scales or in board feet that are “scaled” on a log yard.  Even though a contract is signed that stipulates the products purchased and the value of such products,  the actual payment is not made in one lump sum but rather in a series of individual weight or log scale tickets that record the individual volumes and, in turn, the value associated with the units.   Therefore, the Group Member places trust in the purchaser to track the shipments properly and compensate accordingly.  However, the chain-of-custody requirement of GreenLink Forest Resources requires that the following protocol be followed to assure that only those loads from the certified timber sale are passed on the next point in the chain-of-custody FSC supply chain. 

As with a lump sum sale, a contract and/or timber deed is required.  At a minimum, the following elements must be included in the contract or deed:  1) Group Member’s name and address; 2) legal description of exact tract from which products are sold, including a tract name identifier if the landowner has multiple tracts of land;  3) purchaser’s name and address; 4) forest products sale map attached showing exact location of sale unit within the tract; 5) detailed description of forest products to be sold; 6) units of measurement of forest products and value to be paid for each unit; 7) the following exact wording with the description of forest products:  Per Unit Sale of One-hundred percent (100%) Pure FSC from the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group, number SW- FM/COC-005677; 8) Group Member’s GreenLink membership number; 9) legal signatures of seller and buyer with witnesses to signatures; and 10) the following provision:  All gate entry cards, scale tickets, purchase orders or similar documents are to be identified with the tract name, GreenLink membership number, supplier, and must contain the letter/number combination FSC-005677 somewhere on the card or ticket.  Additionally, all loads must be marked in orange as requested by the landowner or his professional representative.  Again, it is strongly advised that additional provisions are included, but those outlined above are essential for the chain-of-custody claim to be valid.

Once harvesting operations are to begin, a pre-harvest consultation with the purchaser and/or logger will be required so that the protocol of marking the products in orange is understood and to verify that all mill entry gate pass information is correct.  The Group Member is responsible for reporting all volume harvested from the sale by February 1 of the following year as part of the yearly reporting process.

Reporting
It is very important that landowners understand that they are to report to the GreenLink staff their estimate of the volume of forest products located within the sale area.  It is a requirement of Group membership that a cruise or statistical estimate of the volume for sale be obtained prior to the execution of a Lump Sum contract.  If a small family forest landowner cannot obtain such services, then the landowner can contact the GreenLink staff who will make an estimate for a nominal fee.  This estimate of volume sold must be submitted by February 1 of the following year as part of the yearly reporting process.  All harvest information will be aggregated and included in the FSC Product Group List.
Leaving the Group

By becoming a member of GreenLink Forest Stewards, a landowner is joining an elite group of forest managers recognized for their current world-class forestland management as well as their long-term commitment to forest sustainability.  Therefore, it is hoped that the group will have few withdrawals once a member decides to join GreenLink.  However, the Group Manager recognizes that withdrawals may occur for a variety of reasons, some of which are outlined below.

•
Transfer to another FSC Group;

•
Sale of the forest or ownership transfer;

•
Lack of sale of any FSC certified products;

•
Change of FSC policies that a Group Member cannot support in good conscience

Should a member choose to leave GreenLink Forest Resource’s certification program, GreenLink requires:

· a letter stating in detail why the group member is leaving and

· the requested date of effective withdrawal.  

If the Group Member is transferring to another FSC group or there is an ownership change, then a reference with contact name and address would be appreciated.  Once the withdrawal becomes effective, the group member can no longer make any claims for the sale of FSC forest products under the Group number chain-of-custody policy.  The group member is reminded that the Group Manager and/or FSC auditors must still have access, except under extenuating circumstances, to inspect the member’s property for up to five years after withdrawal for monitoring purposes only at a pre-arranged time.  There will be no remittance of any membership enrollment fee or yearly management fees.

Suspension/Expulsion

Failure to pay membership fees, failure to address a Corrective Action Request (CAR) adequately, or gross negligence of GreenLink policy (willful violation of chain-of-custody policy as an example) are situations that can arise that may require suspension of a member or eventual termination of membership.

If the management of GreenLink Forest Resources LLC determines that a suspension or expulsion of a member is warranted, then GreenLink Program Manager will:

· notify the member in writing via certified and “signature requested” U.S. Postal Service mail the specific reason for the action and how the problem must be addressed and

· suspend the Group Member for a 60-day period starting on the date the letter is postmarked.  

If the landowner indicates positively that the cause of suspension can be rectified if given more time, then the Group Manager may keep the member’s property in suspension for more than 60 days.  During the suspension period, the member’s forest remains a part of the group, but the landowner must not sell any forest products under the Group Chain-of-Custody number or make any claims to be FSC-certified.  If after 60 days, the group member has not responded or indicates that he cannot comply with the corrective actions requested, the member is automatically expelled from the group.  

Corrective Action Process
The success of a group certification system depends on all group members complying with the standards of forest management required by the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group.  Member training by the Group Manager and regular communication can eliminate many potential problems in advance; however, deficiencies will inevitably arise in a large group of landowners with varied scales of operation and expertise.  Therefore, there must be a process to resolve issues to protect the integrity of the Group’s certification status with FSC.  The use of a Corrective Action Process as described below will be used to address non-compliance issues by an individual member.  It should be noted that a Corrective Action Request (CAR) at the group level is the responsibility of the Group Manager to correct.
If during a pre-arranged inspection visit or an audit visit a third-party auditor or GreenLink forester discovers that a requirement of the group standards is not being met, the Group Manager will make a formal request to the landowner or his professional manager through a Corrective Action Request form or CAR form.  This form will contain: 

a) Group Member’s name; 

b) date of discovery; 

c) CAR number assigned by the Group; 

d) GreenLink forester’s name and/or auditor that discovered the problem; 

e) the specific problem; 

f) date to resolve the problem; 

g) possible actions that can be used to resolve the problem; and 

h) signatures of Group Manager representative and Group Member.  
The CAR form may be issued during an internal monitoring visit, during a formal audit or may be mailed at a later time if procedures are not followed.  A copy of the CAR form can be found in the Appendix of GreenLink’s Operations Manual.
After the Group Manager issues a CAR form to the landowner or his representative, the landowner is required to respond to the Group Manager with his intentions to correct the problem within two weeks.  At this time, the Group Manager can indicate to the landowner if the proposal will be sufficient to address the problem within a timely manner.
If the action resulting in the CAR is related to forest management on the ground, then the Group Manager and/or Group Forester along with the Landowner and/or professional representative will meet on site to visually inspect the corrective actions at no cost to the member.  If the CAR is the result of record-keeping deficiencies, then the CAR may be closed out through correspondence via internet, fax or mail.  If the Group Manager deems that the actions taken are not sufficient to close out the CAR, he may grant additional time to correct the CAR or formally suspend the member under the suspension policy.

Complaint Process

The Group Manager will receive complaints from outside individuals or entities against a Group Member or the entire group.  The Group Manager will investigate any external complaints and request consultation from the complaint resolution committee.  The Group Manager will respond to any valid complaints within 60 days.
The following protocol will be followed if a Group Member has a complaint regarding the operation of the Group in general or feels that a Corrective Action Request, Suspension or Expulsion is unwarranted.

1)
The Group Member must file a complaint or dispute in writing to the Group Manager and preferably follow-up with a phone call or email.

2)
The Group Member’s complaint or dispute must be detailed and specific.

3)
The Group Manager will respond in writing to the complaint within 30 days upon receipt.

4)
If the Group Member is unsatisfied with the outcome as outlined in the letter of response from the Group Manager, the Member has the right to request internal complaint resolution from the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group’s permanent complaint resolution committee.

5)
The complaint resolution committee will consist of three forestry professionals:  1) a retired state forestry professional; 2) a retired professional from forest industry or consulting; and 3) one other forestry professional.  Committee members must reside within the states of Georgia, South Carolina or North Carolina. The Group Manager will select the individuals to serve on the complaint resolution committee based on their ethical standing within the forest community and their knowledge of forest management and certification.  The members of the committee cannot have any affiliation with the GreenLink Forest Stewards Group, GreenLink Forest Resources LLC, FSC or any FSC-sanctioned third-party audit company.  The complaint resolution committee members are expected to remain unbiased in their assessment of the dispute or complaint.  GreenLink will compensate them for the time needed to complete their analysis and make a decision.  The members of this committee will be made known to potential GreenLink members before they agree to membership.

6)
Both the Group Manager and Group Member will allow adequate time for the committee to reach a decision.  However, the Group Member must understand that, in the case of a suspension or expulsion under review, the Member cannot make any FSC claims.

7)
The complaint resolution committee will make the final decision and recommendation to the Group Manager and Group Member.
Record-keeping
Member’s records shall be kept for ten years or for a period of two years after a member withdraws from the group.   The following information will be kept for each member:  

1)
all application documents, the pre-enrollment inspection checklist and related correspondence;

2)
monitoring checklists and any CARS raised with details of the close-out;

3)
a copy of the forest management plan, maps, and any other management documentation;

4)
general correspondence; and

5)
the member’s pertinent financial records.

In addition to the members’ files, there will be a membership roster of every group member, noting when the member joined, the property name (if applicable), and the forest type, location (x-y coordinates), and number of hectares (acres).   Similar information will also be maintained separately for interested parties.  There will be a register of any CARs and any general member correspondence or correspondence with the FSC.  The current version of each document should be kept in both electronic and paper form.  Files will also contain a set of CAR forms and pre-enrollment and monitoring checklists.
How Much Does It Cost to Join GreenLink?

A new member will pay a one-time new member enrollment fee of $1.00 per forested acre.  Additionally, there will be a $0.35 per year annual management fee that will be due at the time of sign-up and every year thereafter on the anniversary of the group membership.  Therefore, a new member would pay $1.35 per acre the first year and $0.35 per acre each year thereafter.  The initial enrollment fee and the annual management fee are subject to change over time depending on inflation and operating costs, but any changes will be disclosed and guaranteed to be fixed for a five-year period so that landowners can plan accordingly.  Change to the fee structure due to inflation or higher operating costs will occur at the beginning of a new year and will be disclosed at the pre-enrollment meeting with the landowner in written form.  If the fees of a current member are to be adjusted after a five-year fixed cost period has elapsed, the Group Manager will notify the Group Member in a letter along with the yearly management invoice why such action is needed.
Still Have Questions About GreenLink?

If you still have questions about GreenLink Forest Resources, contact Ched Kearse at 803-368-8130, 803-383-2948 (cell) or email him at chedkearse@yahoo.com. 
