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Structured and standardised
metadata in FSC
Unleashing the power of knowledge with
the ISEAL Core Metadata Set

Who is this document for?
This document is for people interested in increasing the value and
integrity of the data and information their organisation curates and
manages. It summarises a use case piloted as part of the Information
and Data Standard for Sustainability project. The ISEAL Core Metadata
Set was developed through the Information and Data Standard
for Sustainability project, led by the Forest Stewardship Council in
partnership with ISEAL.

More information on the ISEAL Core metadata set can be found
at: https://www.isealalliance.org/isealcoremetadata
Wichtiger HINWEIS !

To review and download the ISEAL Core Metadata Set please
Ebenso darf der Abstand zu Format- resp. Papierrand
visit: https://iseal-community.github.io/iseal-core/
die Schutzzone nicht verletzen!
Innerhalb der Schutzzone (hellblauer Rahmen) darf
kein anderes Element platziert werden!

Hellblauen Rahmen der Schutzzone nie drucken!
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The purpose

FSC is on a mission to unleash
the power of knowledge
across the vast number of
information systems the
organisation holds.
The goal is to improve digital
service offerings, strengthen
impact reporting and become
data driven in all processes.
To reach this goal FSC has
begun a journey of data
standardisation and data
system overhaul.

The purpose of co-creating and starting the implementation of the ISEAL
Core Metadata Set for FSC is straight forward. They want to improve the
availability of data and information for all their stakeholders and achieve
their vision of becoming a data driven organisation in all processes from
standard development, impact reporting, auditing and decision making.
However, they do not want to do this in isolation. They want to share
their learnings and tools with the wider sustainability community.
Their long-term goal is to actively help facilitate that data related to
sustainability become as standardised and integrated in everyday lives
as other information sets. For FSC this is the most effective roadmap to
ensuring that consumers and stakeholders around the globe can make
informed decisions when making a purchase or an investment.
This goal can only be reached if the sustainability community agrees on
and widely implements a standardised set of metadata elements, which
enables contextualised use of the information held by FSC and by other
organisations in the field of sustainability.
To start the journey toward making all of this a reality, in 2021 FSC
began implementation of the ISEAL Core Metadata Set. The aim was
to generate key learnings and increase transparency, meaning and
appropriate access to FSC’s data assets as well as vastly improve internal
data quality and data management systems.
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The case in a nutshell
In 2018 FSC began a journey of digital transformation. The effort of
digitalisation began with mapping the internal information systems and
their interconnections.
It became clear that the organisation had a series of independent,
yet interdependent, systems for certificate data, standards, standards
development processes and monitoring and evaluations efforts.
Jointly these systems amongst other things can inform internal and
external stakeholders about:
• The coverage of FSC certification.
• Which FSC requirements within a given FSC normative document
are relevant to a given certification, e.g., which requirements
apply for a small family-owned forest in Finland and which apply
for a global production company with facilities across the world.
• The status of an FSC normative standard for FSC certification and
the time frame for the next revision process.
• The impact results of that FSC standard as assessed by external
researchers.
These systems enable FSC and their standard setting working groups
to continuously update FSC requirements based on their performance
results, ensuring highest possible impact of a given set of FSC
requirements.
Ideally, potential certificate holders can learn about the social,
environmental, and economic impacts that FSC certification provides.

These same systems can enable researchers, decision makers,
consumers, media, and the general public to become more aware of the
coverage and impact of FSC on a global and individual forest or company
level.
However, the various databases were not interconnected and the
information that they contained was not contextualised with relevant
metadata to enable search engines and users to access or understand
what they contained.
Put simply the different platforms could and often did contain similar
but different metadata for the same information or data assets. Meaning
data could not travel between systems internally or be utilised in
multiple settings. This also meant that different teams were maintaining
similar but not identical data systems, resulting in loss of data quality
as well as creating redundant work. The lack of good standardised and
structured metadata meant search engines were unable to find the
information made publicly available by the FSC systems.
Because of the lack of meaningful and structured metadata, it also
meant that when search engines were able to find the information made
publicly available, the data was not contextualised. As a result users
were struggling to find the relevant data, identify other data elements
which might be contextually important to them and to put one data
asset in context to another data asset.
In a simple use case stakeholders would struggle to identify which
version of a standard was the most relevant, how it connected to other
normative documents and where that particular standard was in a
revision cycle.
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The opportunity for standardisation

publishes, and makes the information it shares meaningful internally and
externally.

Through implementing the ISEAL Core Metadata Set, FSC is addressing
these challenges.

In FSC the implementation of an open knowledge repository and
systematic use of metadata is paving the way for organisational
transparency. The illustration below shows how the open knowledge
repository and use of metadata supports FSC in the management of its
normative framework.

FSC established an open knowledge platform (open.fsc.org). The
platform is based on a Dspace application. DSpace is an open source
repository application that allows you to capture, store, index, preserve
and distribute your digital material including text, video, audio and data.
This platform is now being used as the single source of truth for FSC
relevant information. It provides a variety of internal and external
stakeholders direct access to structured and contextualised resources
that were previously unavailable without labour intensive request
processes.

The use of open.fsc.org to manage the
normative framework of FSC.
open.fsc.org
The online repository holds the
data: from files to attached
metadata and versions.

Using the modules outlined in the ISEAL Core Metadata Set and
extending them with FSC specific data elements where needed, FSC is
currently building and populating a repository with collections on:
• The normative framework including advise notes, exemptions and
past and present versions of a given standard.
• The impact of FSC through the publication of research reports and
other scientific research relevant for informing standard setting
processes.
• Geospatial data such as shape file uploads of certified forest
areas.
• Communication assets such as podcast episodes.
These collections now function as the institutional memory of FSC
and enables the organisation to become more effective in the way it

All global websites
and search engines
are automatically
updated with the
newest version when
a standard is updated,
including all associated
metadata.

An app helps
potential
certificate holders
identify which of
the normative
requirements is
relevant for them
(Future feature).

Standard
developers
are provided with the
entire version history
of a given standard and
can search contextually
for impact evaluations
for a criterion and
see interlinkages with
other standards.
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Key lessons
The implementation of the ISEAL Core Metadata Set has already started
to reap benefits for internal and external stakeholders.
As an example, gone are the frustrations of FSCs stakeholders when
searching for normative documents. Today, few are in doubt which
normative document they have found, its purpose, which version they
are viewing, and whether it is the most current one. This improvement
was only made possible by a complete commitment to a new and
expanded data structure by the group of staff maintaining the
normative framework.
In this lies one of the most important lessons learned by FSC: the
process to implement a standardised data structure has to be deeply
owned by the staff members maintaining the existing information and
data systems, and envisioning new ones. As a result, it is important that
the implementation of a standardised data framework isn’t seen as a
project owned and implemented by the technology unit solely, but that
the data and information owners within the organisation are the
champions for a successful implementation.
Once core assets like a normative framework or certificate holder
database have been standardised the return on investment is almost
immediate.
The next challenge then becomes one of prioritisation, because once
standardisation is being implemented and the first laborious steps
overcome, all teams are likely to want their work area to be the first in
line to experience improved data quality, operational efficiency gains,
appropriate data sharing, better analytics and reporting, and systems
interoperability.

”

When we search the internet, we
are looking for specific answers to a
question. But often, we won’t stop
immediately when finding the answer.
We will read more and dive deeper. We
can do this, because the data sources,
we visit, allows us to by contextualising
the information for us - making reading
deeper fast and meaningful.
If you want your stakeholders to have
this kind of experience with your data
- the ability to dive deep meaningfully
- then this is the kind of information
management project, that you should
undertake.”
Michael Marus, CIO and Director of IT, FSC
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Value to be derived
For an individual ISEAL Member, implementation of the ISEAL Core
Metadata Set can reinforce organisational efficiency by allowing
information and data assets to flow between different systems and
parts of the organisation.
For ISEAL Members that themselves are comprised of networks
and sub-members, the ISEAL Core Metadata Set can reinforce intraorganisational data sharing and interoperability.
Some of the potential benefits include:
• Standardisation of data elements to support systematic data
sharing between the organisation’s internal data systems
thereby reducing risks of disruption in data flowing between
different data systems.
• Reuse of information and data assets between different data
systems, e.g., core certificate information being shared across
platforms and databases supporting effective data curation and
management of an organisation’s information data assets.
• Improvement of data quality and integrity e.g., the use of
controlled vocabulary and classification to minimise errors and
improve efficiency.
• Improve transparency of the organisations sustainability scheme
and impact outcomes by making already public data assets more
accessible to stakeholders. Contextualising information and
data assets with metadata sets improves the relevance of data
retrieved via web searches.

Looking forward
For FSC the implementation of the ISEAL Core Metadata
Set has only just commenced and over the next years it
will be expanded to cover almost all the organisation’s key
information systems.
For the wider ISEAL community implementation is just
beginning to pick up speed and it is expected by ISEAL that
they will face a lot of interest and support requests on the
topic of implementation of the ISEAL Core Metadata Set in
the coming years.
Sustainability systems are becoming increasing aware
of themselves as data managers and investing in data
management both in terms of infrastructure and human
capacity. The hope is that with the ISEAL Core Metadata
Set, the foundation has been laid for data management
to become standardised and continuously expanded by
members building their own extensions.
Only by multiple sustainability systems implementing
the ISEAL Core Metadata Set can the goal of transparent,
standardised sustainability information across all product
types and sectors be realised.

• Seeking information via contextualising them with metadata to
ensure relevant information is available and retrievable.
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