Planting a tree for sustainability
By Patrick Peters
“Even if I knew that the world would end tomorrow I would plant a tree today”

- Martin Luther

Timber is an important product exported to the EU by developing countries from around the world. Especially tropical timber, which is almost grown exclusively in developing countries, provides good export opportunities. However, nowadays it is hard to explore these opportunities without taking into account the sustainability issues surrounding tropical forests. As with most sustainability issues, the problems in developing countries are largely caused by the demand in developed countries. Following this logic, the EU, as the world’s largest importer of tropical timber, is partially responsible for the deforestation and depletion of tropical forests. Organisations, companies and consumers in the EU increasingly aware of their responsibility are therefore taking action. Exporters in developing countries should therefore not stay behind and should consider planting a tree for sustainability.  

Fertile soil 

Compared to many other sectors sustainable sourcing is already widely applied in the timber sector. Many Western and Northern European countries (e.g. Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom) have developed sustainability criteria for the public procurement of timber. This means that in time governmental agencies in these countries are urged to buy only sustainable tropical hardwood. The impact of these measures should not be overlooked, especially during the time of a global economic crisis. At the moment, the construction sector (the biggest consumer of tropical hardwood) is largely driven by governmental investments. The demand for sustainable timber is also growing fast in the consumer market. A large number of trade federations and retail chains have made commitments through codes of conducts, covenants and other agreements to only buy sustainable wood. Therefore, despite the economic downturn the demand for sustainable timber is expected to remain strong (UNECE, 2008). To put it even stronger, the sustainable timber market seems to be the only growth market for suppliers of tropical timber in these challenging times. 

No time to sleep like a log

Sustainability criteria set up by the government and European buyers go beyond legal requirements. Therefore, no one can force producers and processors in developing countries to comply with the sustainability demands in the EU. They can therefore decide to leave things as they are but as with other fast-moving markets standing still might mean moving backwards. 
The sustainable performance of products is more and more becoming a decision point for European buyers. In some cases it is even more important than price and material. Consumers are willing to pay up to 10-40% more for sustainable tropical timber (Timber Trade Federation). Furthermore, the choice for material might be dependant on whether it comes from sustainable sources or not. For example, softwood is often preferred above tropical hardwood due to the fact that its sustainability performance is often better: less air pollution caused by transport, no destruction of primary forests and no violation of the rights of indigenous people. Moreover, technological improvement has allowed softwood timber to replace tropical wood in many end-uses. Therefore, a slow reaction by tropical timber suppliers might mean advantage for suppliers of competing products.  
Another important development is that several large international and local banks (e.g. Rabobank and HSBC) are developing policies for companies active in the timber sector. They urge their customers to move toward a sustainable supply chain. They also might deny financing if they fail to improve their forest management practices. Finding investors is therefore becoming harder for companies in the EU and in developing countries. In conclusion, all the signs indicate that sustainability in the timber sector is the future. 
Buyers’ requirements
Timber exporters in developing countries that are interested in supplying sustainable timber fortunately do not have to ponder on what to do. There is already a standard for tropical timber that is widely applied and accepted by the European timber industry: the Forest Stewardship Council-standard (FSC). With FSC-certification you will comply with the sustainability requirements in both the private as well as the public market. The high costs of attaining and maintaining certification however provides problems for small companies in developing countries. Partnerships with European partners, small holders certification and cooperation with other local producers are good options to share the burden.   

CBI’s timber policy 
The impact of sustainability on the timber market has also inspired the CBI to incorporate it in its 

export coaching programme’s and market information. In the market studies on tropical timber and timber products in the EU (expected in September 2010) the focus will be specifically on  FSC-certified tropical wood. The studies will go into more detail about the developments mentioned above and will give practical information about the marketing of different FSC-certified timber products in the EU. For more information contact Koos van Eyck (keyk@cbi.eu) or Peter van Gilst (pgilst@cbi.eu).
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