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American Hardwood Responsible Procurement Policy

Backed by a diverse and expanding resource and with rising international concern for sustainability, U.S.
hardwoods are playing an increasingly important role in the supply of raw materials to the world’s building
and furniture industries. The U.S. contributes nearly one fifth of the world’s production of hardwood saw
and veneer logs, and is the world’s leading exporter of sawn hardwood lumber. Yet, despite its global
significance, the U.S. hardwood industry is not made up of big faceless industrial conglomerates. It is very
much a community affair. There are over 14,000 hardwood businesses in the U.S., mainly small and family
owned. In addition, some four million individuals and other private entities own the 110 million hectares of
hardwood and mixed forest types in the United States. Of the hardwood timber produced in the U.S., only
17% derives from company owned lands and the remainder comes from non-corporate, family forest
owners.

This ownership structure has major implications for forestry practices and environmental impacts. The main
motivation for owning hardwood forests in the U.S. is usually not timber production at all, but simply the
enjoyment of forest ownership. In contrast to softwoods which mainly derive from fast growing plantations,
nearly all U.S. hardwoods derive from slower growing and more diverse natural forests. Selection harvesting,
involving removal of only a few trees per hectare, rather than clear-felling, is typical in American hardwood
forests. The size of harvesting operations is limited by the small size of forest holdings which rarely exceed
ten hectares. After harvesting, forest owners usually rely on natural regeneration, which is abundant in the
deep fertile forest soils of the U.S. There is little need or incentive for addition of chemical fertilizers or
irrigation systems. Natural forests, unlike monoculture plantations, also provide bio-diversity and are
capable of serving as healthy habitat for a wide variety of flora and fauna.

Because timber production and economic return to shareholders are not primary objectives, the owners of
American hardwood forests tend to manage less aggressively and to grow their forests on long rotations. It
also means, however, that with most landowners only harvesting once or twice a generation, there is little
incentive for small, non industrial forest owners to pay for certification through systems such as the Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC), which limits quantities of certified material.

Of all the numerous environmental benefits of American hardwoods, just one should make many users and
specifiers of building materials sit up and take notice. This is the fact — supported by national forest
assessments undertaken by the U.S. federal government every ten years — that between 1953 and 2010, the
volume of hardwood standing in U.S. forests more than doubled from 5 billion m® to 11.4 billion m®. This
huge expansion of the resource — which actually coincides with a period of significant increase in U.S. and
international wood demand, is testament to a long term commitment to good forest governance and
sustainable hardwood production in the United States.

With such a strong story to tell, the U.S. hardwood industry has every reason to engage in efforts to increase
scrutiny of the environmental impacts of materials and the transparency of supply chains. AHEC led the way
in 2008 by commissioning an independent assessment of the risk of illegal and unsustainable wood entering
U.S. hardwood supply chains. The report was prepared by independent consultants Seneca Creek Associates



with a team comprised of well-regarded and independent experts in the field of U.S. forestry. It concludes
that there can be high confidence regarding adherence to national and state laws in the hardwood sector and
that stolen timber is likely to represent, at most, 1% of total U.S. hardwood production.

The authors of the Seneca Creek study also have high confidence that U.S. hardwood be considered Low
Risk in all five “risk categories” of the FSC controlled wood standard. In other words, in addition to low risk
of illegal logging, it is very unlikely that any American hardwood is derived from forests where human
rights or high conservation values are threatened by management activities, or from forests being converted
to plantations or non-forest use, or from genetically modified trees.

In addition to this statistical evidence for the sustainability and legality of American hardwoods, we have
provided to the Japanese Forestry Agency (which oversees green procurement), Japan Federation of Wood
Industry Associations, and Japan Lumber Importers’ Association a list of AHEC member companies who are
signatory to our Responsible Procurement Policy (RPP), a program that further ensures a high level of
resource management. This is a great benefit to users in Japan, who wish to use only wood products that are
harvested responsibly.

Michael Snow
Executive Director
American Hardwood Export Council (AHEC)
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