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Am erican  Tree  Farm  Sys tem ® 
2021 Independent ly Managed Group (IMG) Cert ifica t ion  S tandards  

 

In t roduct ion 

The  Am erican  Tree  Farm  System  ® (ATFS) Independently Managed Group (IMG) 
Certification Standards 2021 contain  the  requirem ents  for the  im plem enta tion  by, and 
independent certifica tion  of, g roup organizations  tha t m anage a  num ber of group m em ber 
properties  under one centra lly adm inis te red  program . The Group Organiza tion  holds  the 
s ingle  certificate  on  behalf of the  Group Mem bers . This  process  is  refe rred  to  throughout 
the  docum ent as  “group certification.”  
 
The  ATFS IMG Standards  take  effect on J anuary 1, 2021, for a ll new Group Organiza tions . 
For Group Organiza tions  with current ATFS IMG certifica tes , 2021 will be  an 
im plem enta tion  year during  which adjustm ents  will need  to  be  m ade  to  the program  to 
bring  the IMG in to conform ance  with  the requirem ents  contained  herein . The  next regularly 
scheduled  surve illance audit a fte r J u ly 31, 2021, would be  required to  conform  to these 
s tandards. 
 
Generally, the  Group Organization adm inis te rs  the overa ll functions of the group and 
coordinates  certain  activities , such as : 
• ensuring conform ance  to the AFF Standards  of Sus ta inability, 
• adm inis te ring entry and  departure  of m em bers , 
• m ainta ining records  and  reporting, 
• conducting  ongoing  m onitoring, 
• m anaging the group certifica tion  process . 
 

Reference  Docum ents  

The  2021 vers ion of the ATFS IMG Certification Standards replaces  the 2015-2020 IMG 
Standard  Operating Procedures . In addition to  these  ATFS IMG Certification Standards, 
there  a re  a  num ber of other ATFS s tandards , po lices  and guidelines  tha t should  be  fo llowed 
to  effectively achieve independent certifica tion and  conform  to overall ATFS requirem ents . 
 
Those  s tandards , po licies  and  guide lines  include : 
AFF 2021 Standards  of Sus ta inability for Forest Certification and  Guidance 
ATFS Eligib ility Requirem ents  
ATFS Logo Use  Guidelines  
ATFS Signage  Use Guide lines 
ATFS Group Certification  Reporting  and Invoicing 
AFF Disputes  and Appeals  Procedures 
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Types  of Group Mem bers 
 
ATFS has identified three  categories  of Group Mem bers  for purposes  of com ple ting annual 
reporting  and  subm iss ion  of annual fees  to  ATFS. Group organizations  seeking certification 
through the  ATFS IMG program  m ust categorize Group Mem bers  into  one  of three 
ca tegories  lis ted  below. 
 
The  designa tion  of the three ca tegories  of Group Mem bers  is  for the  exclus ive purpose of 
ATFS annual reporting and  fees . Reporting  form s  are  re leased  to  Group Organiza tions  at 
the  beginning of each reporting year and will de ta il the reporting requirem ents  for each 
ca tegory. 
 
The  three types  of Group Mem bers  a re : 
 
Ca tegory 1 Group Mem bers  re tain  final decis ion-m aking authority for m anagem ent 
activities  to  be conducted  on  the ir property. This  category m ay include  individuals , fam ily 
ownerships , LLCs and o ther s im ila r entities . The  Group Mem ber m ay, through contract or 
o ther agreem ents , utilize  the  Group Organiza tion’s  se rvices  for som e or a ll m anagem ent 
activities . Group Mem bers  m ay also  participa te  in  group m anagem ent plans  where 
m anagem ent decis ions and respons ibilities  a re  shared between the Group Organiza tion 
and  the Group Mem bers . 
 
Ca tegory 2 Group Mem bers  have  knowingly and  a ffirm ative ly delega ted  full m anagem ent 
respons ibility for im plem enta tion of the  AFF Standards to the  Group Manager. Category 2 
properties  a re  under aggrega ted  ownership  as  part of an  inves tm ent fund portfolio . The 
Group Organization as  the m anagem ent consultan t assum es overa ll opera tiona l 
m anagem ent responsib ility and perform s a ll o f the functions required  for conform ance  to 
the  AFF Standards. This  category m ay include  properties  that m eet the  ATFS e lig ibility 
requirem ents  and a re  m anaged by a  Tim ber Inves tm ent Managem ent Organization (TIMO). 
Category 2 Group Mem bers  include  those  en tities  refe rred to  as  Aggrega ted  Managem ent 
Groups (AMGs) in  the  ATFS Eligib ility Requirem ents  and  Guidance . 
 
Category 3 Group Mem bers  a re  governm ent en tities . The property owner m ay have 
knowingly and a ffirm ative ly de legated  fu ll or partia l authority for m anagem ent and 
decis ion-m aking to the Group Manager, or the  owner m ay re tain  all m anagem ent 
au thority. The Group Organization m ay perform  som e, or a ll, o f the functions required for 
conform ance  to  the  AFF Standards. Exam ples  of Category 3 m em bers  a re : a  local 
m unicipa lity, a  public grade-school, a  public univers ity, a  publicly owned watershed 
authority, a  triba l governm ent, a  s ta te  or federa l agency. 
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Sect ion  1. Group Organiza t ion  Adm inis t rat ion  
 
1.1 Legal and Genera l Requirem ents  

a . The Group Organization  m ust be a  legal en tity com petent to  s ign  agreem ents  with 
Group Mem bers  and  to en ter into  binding contracts  with certifica tion  bodies  and 
o ther outs ide  entities . 
b . The Group Organization  m us t identify Group Mem bers’ category. 

I. The Group Organiza tion  m us t docum ent the group m em ber ca tegory (see  
above  section  on Group Mem ber types). 
II. The  Group Organization  m us t describe  ro les  and  responsibilities  of the 
Group Manager and Group Mem bers  with  respect to  fores t m anagem ent 
decis ions  and actions with  respect to  the im plem entation of the  AFF 
Standards  (e .g. plan deve lopm ent, harvesting, m onitoring , e tc.). 
III. The  Group Organization  m ust have a  written  com m itm ent to  sustainable 
fores try and conform ance  to the AFF Standards . 
IV. The Group Organization m ust ensure  Group Mem bers  have  a  written  
com m itm ent to  susta inable  fores try and  conform ance  to  the  AFF Standards 
of Sus ta inability.  

 
1.2 Roles  and Respons ib ilit ies  

a . The Group Organization  m us t adhere to ATFS e ligibility requirem ents  and m ay 
further define m em bership  param eters  for its  Group, if des ired . 
b . The Group Organiza tion  m us t designa te  a  Group Manager(s ) who is  respons ible  
for overseeing a ll o f the  adm inis trative  deta ils  of ATFS Group Certifica tion and for 
ensuring com pliance with a ll applicable  requirem ents . 
c. The Group Organiza tion  m ust incorporate  a  Group Managem ent Sys tem  to  verify 
tha t a ll Group Mem bers  a re  subject to  annual in te rnal m onitoring . 
d . The  Group Organiza tion  m ust docum ent Group Managem ent Sys tem s  and verify 
respons ibilities  be tween the Group Organiza tion  and  Group Mem bers . 

 
1.3 Group Mem bership 

a . The  Group Organiza tion  m us t inform  Group Mem bers  of any and  a ll fees 
associated  with adm inis tra tion  of the Group, if any, when they join  the Group 
Organiza tion . 
b . The Group Organization  m us t hold the ATFS Certifica te  on  behalf of the Group 
Mem bers . 
c. The  Group Organization m ust follow the ATFS logo use guide lines  and ensure 
proper use of prom otiona l cla im s  about the Group Certifica tion . 
d . The Group Organization  m us t issue  a  docum ent to  each  Group Mem ber tha t 
confirm s the Group Mem ber participa tion  and  coverage by the scope  of the third-
party certificate . 

 
1.4 Group Mem ber Entry and  Departure 

a . The Group Organiza tion m ust ensure tha t Group Mem bers  a re  notified tha t they 
a re  
subject to  a ll of the requirem ents  and  privileges  of m em bership  in  the  Am erican 
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Tree  Farm  System ®. Under th is  requirem ent, ca tegory 1 Group Mem bers  m us t be 
notified  to  the individua l landowner level and  ca tegory 2 Group Mem bers  m ust be 
notified to the portfo lio level. 
b . The Group Organization  m us t define  and adm inis ter a  procedure for adm itting 
Group Mem bers . 
c. The Group Organiza tion  m ust m ain tain  a  procedure  for expe lling Group Mem bers 
if they do  not m eet the requirem ents  of the  AFF Standards, and  a re  not willing  or 
ab le  to  take  appropria te  corrective  action. 
d . The  Group Organization  m ust m ainta in  and update  the  m em bership  lis t and  ATFS 
da tabase to reflect entries  and departures  of Group Mem bers  from  the Group 
Organiza tion . 

 
1.5 Dispute  Resolu t ion 

a . The Group Organization  m us t have  a  procedure  for address ing and  reso lving 
d isputes  regarding  conform ance with  the  AFF Standards be tween and  am ong the 
Group Mem bers  and  the  Group Organiza tion perta ining  to  Tree  Farm  certifica tion . 
b . The  Group Organization  m ust fo llow and conform  to  the  AFF Dispute  Resolution 
Policy and  ass is t ATFS in  reso lving  any such com plain ts . 

 
1.6 Maintaining  Records  of Group Mem bers 

a . The  Group Organiza tion  m us t m ain tain  in te rna l Group Mem ber records  and 
provide  updated  inform ation on a  regular bas is  to  the  ATFS da tabase . 

 
1.7 Group Organizat ion Managem ent  

a . The Group Organization  m us t have  a  procedure  for docum entation of any change 
in  Group organiza tion  s tructure  or protocol. 

 
Sect ion  2. Requirem ents  of Part icipa t ion  in  the  Am erican  Tree  Farm  Sys tem ® 
 
2.1 Access  to  the AFF Standards 

a . The  Group Organiza tion  m ust m ake  the AFF Standards  of Susta inability for Forest 
Certification access ible  to  Group Mem bers . 

 
2.2 Conform ance w ith AFF Standards 

a . The  Group Organiza tion  m ust have  a  procedure  for evalua ting  conform ance  with 
AFF Standards prior to  property enrollm ent under the group certificate . 
b . Managem ent Plan: 
The  Group Organiza tion  m ust ensure  tha t each  Group Mem ber e ither has  an 
individua l m anagem ent plan or is  covered by a  larger group m anagem ent p lan 
where respons ibility for m anagem ent has  been  delega ted to a  Category 2 with a  
qua lified na tural resource  profess ional. 

 
2.3 Eligib ility 

a . The  Group Organiza tion m ust have a  procedure  for eva luating  e ligib ility 
according to the ATFS Eligib ility Requirem ents  prior to  property enro llm ent under 
the  group certifica te . 
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Sect ion  3. In terna l Monitoring  and Report ing 
 
3.1 Ongoing Monitoring  

a . The Group Organization  m ust es tab lish  and  m ain tain  a  procedure  and  schedule 
for conducting annual m onitoring  of conform ance  of Group Mem bers  with AFF 
Standards . 
b . IMG inspectors  of the  Group Organiza tion  conducting inte rna l m onitoring  m us t 
have  com ple ted the current ATFS Tree  Farm  Inspector tra ining  course. 
c. The Group Organization  m us t review conform ance  to  the  AFF Standards  and 
docum ent the relevant findings . 
d . Where  a  non-conform ance  is  identified during  annual m onitoring, the  Group 
Organiza tion  m ust docum ent the non-conform ity and work with  the Group Mem ber 
and  o ther appropriate  parties  to  take  corrective  action . 
e . The  Group Organiza tion  m us t ensure  im plem enta tion  of the  corrective  action  and 
m onitor conform ity as  part of the  regular schedule  of in te rnal m onitoring . 
f. The  Group Organiza tion m ust im plem ent an  annual m onitoring  pro tocol in 
accordance  to  the  fo llowing: 
 i. The sam ple  s ize  should  be calcu lated based  on the num ber of Group 
Mem bers . 

ii. The  s ize  of the  sam ple  should  genera lly be  the  square  root of the  num ber 
of Group Mem bers , rounded up  to  the  upper whole num ber. 
iii. Twenty-five percent of the sam ple should be  se lected  at random . 
iv. The  s ize of the  sam ple  m ay be adapted  up or down by a  s tandard taking 
in to account the following: 
 -results  of a  risk assessm ent 
 -results  of inte rnal m onitoring  or independent audits  
 -qua lity/level of confidence  of inte rnal annual m onitoring 

-use  of technologies  a llowing gathering  of inform ation for specific 
requirem ents  
-based  on  other m eans  of gathering  inform ation  about activities  on 
the  ground 

 
Guidance 
Sam ple  categories  for in te rnal annual m onitoring  should  be  estab lished  based  on  the 
resu lts  of a  risk assessm ent if am ending  the  s tandard  sam ple  s ize. The  risk assessm ent 
indicator should reflect the  AFF Standards. The  following is  a  non-exhaus tive  lis t o f 
ind icators  that m ay be used  in the risk assessm ent.  

• Ownership type 
• Size  class  
• Operation, processes , and  products  of potentia l group m em bers 
• Defores tation and  forest convers ion 
• Rota tion tim elines 
• Biologica l d ivers ity 
• Recrea tion 
• Ecosys tem  services  of the  fores t 
• Dependence  and  in te raction with loca l com m unities  and indigenous people 
• Availab le  resources  for adm inis tration, operations , tra in ing, and research  
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• Governance and  law enforcem ents  
 
For each risk indicator used , the Group Organiza tion sha ll cons titute  risk on low, m edium , 
h igh  level and the respective consequences of the ad justm ents  up or down to  annual 
in te rnal m onitoring . 
 
3.2 Annual Report ing to  the  Am erican  Tree  Farm  System ® 

a . The Group Organization  m us t adhere to the annual reporting  requirem ents  as 
defined by ATFS and m ain tain  copies  of pas t annual reports . 

 
Sect ion  4. Independent  Audit  
 
4.1 Managing the Group Cert ifica t ion  Process 

a . The Group Organization  m us t contract with an  accredited certification  body to 
conduct the independent certification. The  accredited certification  body is  required 
to  conduct the  audit according  to  accredita tion  ru le , #27 under ANSI Am erican 
Nationa l Accredita tion Body or the  Standards Council of Canada . 
b . The Group Organization  m us t coordina te  the  independent audit procedure  to 
ensure  the  Certification Body has  access  to  sufficien t inform ation  and Group 
Mem ber properties  to  de te rm ine  conform ance  to the AFF Standards  and  ATFS 
Group Certifica tion  Standard . 
c. If the  certification audit resu lts  in  a  nonconform ity, the Group Organiza tion  m us t 
work with a ll appropriate  parties  to  take  corrective action  and ensure tim ely 
im plem enta tion . 
d . The  Group Organiza tion  m us t subm it a  copy of the  ATFS Certificate  and  a  
sum m ary of the audit report tha t is  appropriate  for public d is tribution to ATFS. 
e . The Group Organization  m us t keep the Group Organization’s  program  up-to-date  
and  in ongoing conform ance  with  the  AFF S tandards . 


