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Markets 
 
Europe 
 
2009 US hardwood exports analysis for European markets 
AHEC has analysed the export data for US hardwood lumber and veneer to Europe for 
2009. It was never going to be a pretty picture and sure enough exports have fallen 
dramatically in most cases. However, one should bear in mind that some of this drop is 
reflected by serious de-stocking as well as changes in market demand, and that generally, 
there is optimism that the market for US hardwoods in Europe will recover in the longer term 
and that some sectors and species still have potential for growth. A detailed report on 2009 
exports is available as a separate attachment to this market report. 
 
 
Everyone’s going “green” in the world of building 
For some time now AHEC’s European office has been monitoring the green marketing 
campaigns of not only other wood sectors but also competing non-wood materials and 
products. The annual “Ecobuild” show in London was a perfect opportunity to observe the 
latest developments.   
 
In the UK the rapid emergence of concern for green issues is partly driven by government 
commitment to reduce construction related carbon dioxide emissions. This commitment is 
particularly apparent in phased changes to Building Regulations designed to ensure that all 
new dwellings in the UK meet standards for Zero Carbon by 2016 and other building types 
meet the same standard by 2019. There is also growing recognition in the UK of the 
important role of refurbishment in the drive to improve the energy efficiency of the UK’s 
existing stock of buildings. 

Strong dose of “greenwash” 
Sustainability has become a key marketing issue for all materials suppliers to the UK 
construction sector. The concrete, steel, aluminium, and plastics sectors were all out in force 
occupying large stands trumpeting their environmental credentials and generating a lot of 
“greenwash” in the process.  
 
The UK’s Concrete Centre was pushing the “Thermal Mass” properties of concrete, claiming 
that these reduce the energy needs of building. The Centre also laid claim to concrete’s 
“responsible sourcing” credentials founded on commitment to BRE’s “Responsible Sourcing” 
standard. However, unlike forest certification schemes it sets no specific standards for 
environmental performance at the extraction phase or requirements for active participation in 
decision-making by local communities or outside interests like NGOs.  
 
But the top prize for “greenwash” has to go to the steel industry which was merrily claiming 
“sustainability” credentials based on nothing more than the current level and potential for 
recycling and the fact that energy consumption during steel production happens to be just a 
bit lower than that of other metals. The fact that the steel industry appears to be getting away 
with this makes a mockery of over 20 years of international effort by the forest sector through 
the Pan-European, Montreal and ITTO processes to reach genuine political consensus on 
the huge range of issues that must be considered when claiming the “sustainability” of 
natural resource exploitation. 
 
 
Strong timber presence 
While anyone with a wood industry background will have been dismayed by some of the 
claims of competing materials; some consolation was to be had from the strength of the 



wood presence at the show. Timber in one form or another featured on around 10% of the 
1000 standards, more than any other single building material.  
 
Exhibitors offering hardwood were focusing heavily on FSC-product lines. Large joinery 
manufacturers were keen to stress the increasing importance of ensuring that wood supplied 
to the UK market is either FSC or PEFC certified. This reflects both rising public sector 
demand for certification and the manufacturers’ own commitments to procurement of 
certified wood.  
 
But as usual there were mixed messages on demand for certification. One hardwood veneer 
importer said that two years ago he bought a large load of FSC certified American hardwood 
at a premium but ended up having to sell the vast majority as standard uncertified product. 
His largest customers – including big financial institutions - are beginning to ask for certified 
wood up front but are generally willing to compromise and accept alternative documentary 
evidence of good practice when informed of the cost and practical implications of sourcing 
certified wood. This merchant now stocks only a small proportion of FSC certified wood to 
show willing and for marketing purposes.  
 
While real hardwoods were only occasionally seen at Ecobuild, many exhibitors were 
offering products designed to mimic or replace them. A wide variety of heat and chemically 
treated plantation softwoods products were on show targeting market sectors currently 
occupied by tropical hardwoods.  
 
The market position of tropical hardwood plywood products were particularly under assault. 
A large crowd gathered to see the launch of the world’s first modified wood panel. 
Preliminary tests of the product suggest that it could have a service life of many decades in 
exterior applications and could therefore replace hardwood products in cladding, fascias, 
soffits, counter tops, door skins, and exterior furniture.  
 
Ecobuild showed that the “look-alike game” is not all one way. New products derived from 
saw-dust and other wood-based waste materials looking just like plastics or vinyls were also 
on display. Similarly wood waste materials are being used increasingly for the manufacture 
of boards for cavity insulation in roofs, floors and walls as a renewable low impact alternative 
to polystyrene, phenolic foam, polyurethane, glass wool and rock wool. The emergence of 
these new high-performance materials manufactured from the “waste products” of the wood-
fibre chain has huge potential to benefit the whole forest products sector. Not only do they 
enhance the returns to commercial forestry, but they also offer a way to neutralise the 
“sustainability” claims of other materials sectors based on the proportion of product derived 
from recycled sources. In future, the wood sector will be able to claim not only that all virgin 
fibre is derived from renewable sources, but also that it can better the performance of 
alternatives on recycling.  
 
Rapid international growth in green building 
Of the technical seminars held at Ecobuild, particularly notable was a workshop on the 
global status of green building initiatives hosted by the Green Building Council (GBC) 
international network. GBC reported that there are now 66 national GBCs in existence or 
currently being established around the world, up from less than 10 GBCs only three years 
ago. This rapid growth is a response to growing realisation that promotion of green building 
is one of the most cost-effective ways to bring down global greenhouse gas emissions. GBC 
suggested that buildings are responsible for up to 80% of all GHG emissions globally and 
that these emissions could be cut by 50% through vigorous application of already existing 
skills and technology. 
 
National GBCs are varied autonomous bodies established with the objective of bringing all 
the various actors together (construction companies, designers, materials suppliers etc) to 



promote green building practices within their respective countries. Although some GBCs 
work closely with the LEED green building framework, as in the US, there is no requirement 
for national GBCs to promote or adopt any particular system. While GBC experts reckoned 
that full international harmonisation of green building rating systems is not an option, 
common protocols may be developed over time for specific aspects. GBC has already 
facilitated this process in relation to measurement of carbon emissions associated with 
buildings. The GBC network released a Common Carbon Metric for buildings at the 
Copenhagen climate change summit in December 2009.   
 
For wood suppliers, the message from the seminar was clear. Engaging directly with 
national green building councils and rating systems - and providing technical support to 
designers and construction companies in their efforts to conform to these emerging systems 
and to the Common Carbon Metric - is rapidly emerging as a critical competitiveness factor.  
 
 
 
Forthcoming events  
 

2010 

13-15 April Dubai Wood Show Dubai, UAE Woodworking/trade show 

13-25 April Think Tank Exhibition Milan, Italy Exhibition for architects/designers 

14-18 April Salone del Mobile Milan, Italy International furniture show 

17 April Grading Workshop Bologna, Italy Trade 

20 April Grading Workshop Birmingham,  UK Trade 

22-25 April Medwood Athens, Greece Wood/furniture industry show 

7-9 May Grading Workshops Germany Trade 

10-12 May Domotex Middle East  Dubai, UAE Flooring show 

11-15 May Interzum Moscow Moscow, Russia Trade show 

18 May ‘In Touch with Timber’ 
– TRADA Seminar London, UK Construction industry seminar 

24-26 May  Greenbuild Abu Dhabi, UAE Building & environment show 

2-4 June Carrefour Nantes, France 100% wood show 

18-26 Sept London Design 
Festival London, UK Architectural/design 

23-26 Sept 100% Design London, UK Building/design show 

16-20 Oct Intermob Istanbul, Turkey Suppliers to the furniture industry 

2011 

17-20 Feb Panel Expo New Delhi, India Wood/machinery show 

25-28 May Interzum Cologne Cologne, Germany Suppliers to the international furniture 
show 

30 May - 3 June Ligna Hannover, Germany Woodworking show 



AHEC activities 
 
Famous Italian architect works with US hardwoods for Milan show 
AHEC are collaborating with well known Italian architect, Matteo Thun and leading design 
magazine Interni to present American hardwoods in a number of exciting high profile 
installations as part of the “Think Tank” project during the Salone del Mobile (design week) in 
Milan in April. AHEC’s European Director met with the architect at the factory of RIVA 
(celebrated Italian furniture manufacturer who is making the installations), in order to finalise 
details of how the thee species; red oak, walnut and cherry will be presented. AHEC have 
prepared a series of articles and will be holding a reception at the event for international 
press. Meetings were also held with Interni who are running the “Think Tank” project which 
involves more than twenty installations with world famous architects including the 
AHEC/Thun collaboration. 
 

  
AHEC’s European Director and architect Matteo Thun planning the project 

 
 
AHEC trade serving visit to Belgium and Netherlands 
AHEC’s European Director and Executive Director, Mike Snow made a series of visits to 
press contacts, hardwood traders, and Key European wood organisations in Belgium and 
the Netherlands.   
 
Wood organisations: AHEC held separate discussions with the European Timber Trade 
Federation (ETTF), CEIBOIS (European federation of woodworking industries) and the 
Belgium Wood Forum (promotional arm of the Belgian wood federation). The aim was to 
provide an update on the US hardwood industry’s environmental strategy with regards to 
sustainable procurement and green building. AHEC was able to reaffirm US hardwoods as 
low risk, highlighting the Seneca Creek Legality Study, and advise of the planned Life Cycle 
Assessment project. 
 
Architectural and trade press: AHEC met with the Belgian wood trade journal Houthandel, 
who regularly attend AHEC conventions. Discussions were largely focused on the 
environmental credentials of US hardwoods. Talks were also held with Het Houtblad, the 
Dutch magazine who targets architects as well as the wood trade in the Netherlands. There 
is an opportunity for AHEC to support the annual “wood day” that attracts over 600 Dutch 
architects and is due to take place in November. Het Houtblad will also be publishing a 
number of current European projects that feature US hardwoods, in forthcoming issues. 
 
Hardwood traders: Discussions with leading European importers of US hardwoods, 
confirmed just how bad 2009 was. There has been a slight improvement this year but there 
are concerns that processes are rising in a depressed market. Tulipwood is clearly selling 
well with one importer in Belgium reporting that they are now selling more tulipwood than 
oak. The main uses are mouldings, framing, doors and general joinery, mainly painted or 



stained. Overall though it is oak that is still the dominate hardwood in the Dutch and Belgium 
markets. Importers also confirmed the growing trend towards “local” hardwood sources 
although this seems to be defined anywhere in Europe. At a recent conference in Belgium a 
PEFC representative actively encouraged companies to source from Europe on the basis 
that more certified wood was available and the carbon foot print lower. These are important 
emerging issues that AHEC aim to address by commissioning a LCA study.  
 
AHEC works with Italian architectural students  
AHEC has continued its collaboration with the faculty of architecture at Ferrara University in 
northern Italy, by supporting a design competition focused on wood. Each year AHEC puts 
on lectures for the students and provides hand samples and information about the potential 
applications for US hardwoods. AHEC’s PR consultant, Camilla Segre, who coordinates the 
project, presented the awards to this year’s winning students at a ceremony in early March 
with a journalist from the architectural magazine The Plan, who judge the designs and then 
publicise the outcome. This is a good example of how a low cost event can generate 
publicity for US hardwoods while at the same time giving architectural students an 
introduction to US hardwoods that they would not otherwise receive.  
 
“Ecobuild” show in London grows despite the recession 
AHEC’s European Director and environmental consultant, Rupert Oliver, visited the Ecobuild 
show in London. Ecobuild has grown considerably since its inception five years ago and is 
now the dominant building and construction show in the UK. AHEC chose not to exhibit this 
year, with a view to returning next year with new messages relating to the planned LCA of 
US hardwoods. However, AHEC did arrange for the new species guide to be distributed at 
the show by the publishers of Timber in Construction.  A dedicated timber zone at the show 
provided a good focus for wood and AHEC held detailed discussions with a number of 
hardwood agents and importers as well as the Timber Trade Federation and representatives 
of the UK’s “wood for good” promotional campaign.   
 
AHEC supports regional architectural seminars in Italy 
The first of a series of regional architectural seminars took place in Rimini in March, 
organised by the wood journalist and trade event organiser Almerico Ribera and attended by 
around 150 architects. As part of the programme a presentation (prepared by AHEC) was 
made on US hardwoods featuring around 20 different case studies. Each delegate also 
received copies of the new species guide. The full list of attendees has been made available 
to AHEC, which enable a follow up evaluation to assess the impact of the activity.   
 
AHEC restructures European office  
In response to the need to increase promotional efforts in underdeveloped and emerging 
markets, AHEC will be positioning a Director in Singapore. Former employee and AHEC 
consultant Rod Wiles will be moving his family to Singapore in May. Rod has for the last five 
years been helping the European Director deliver programmes in the Middle East and India. 
Over this time much progress has been made but in order to move the programme forward 
AHEC needs to spend more time in these markets developing activities, a challenging task 
from Europe. Rod will take over responsibility of AHEC activities in these regions and will 
also be well positioned to help AHEC develop programmes in Australia and New Zealand 
and support existing efforts in South East Asia. The London office will therefore have more 
time to develop programmes in new markets in Europe including Turkey and Russia. Rod 
can be contacted with immediate effect at rod@americanhardwood.org and will be 
circulating regular market reports and newsletters from his regions from May 2010 onwards. 
 
 
 
 



PR Highlights 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Spain: Spanish Design Competition  Italy: Huesca Palace in American white oak  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
France: Yale School of Forestry            Germany: Grading Q&A    UK: Special supplement on  
     in American red oak                US hardwoods 
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