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"Over the last year the Russian Federation 
timber sector has had to contend with 
challenging, fast-changing and unpredictable 
trading conditions.

Financial turbulence led to extreme 
exchange rate volatility for the ruble. It’s  
GLɝFXOW�WR�DVVHVV�KRZ�PXFK�WKLV�ZDV�GRZQ�WR�
the impact of EU and US economic sanctions, 
or the decrease in crude oil prices. But the 
outcome of all factors combined was clear. 
The devaluation or the ruble against the US 
dollar between July and December 2014 
was close to 100 %. It has since stabilized, 
but in May 2015 was still 50 % down on its 
previous value.  The euro and Swedish krona 
also fell against the dollar, impacting relative 

competitive advantage for Russian lumber 
exporters. But the ruble’s decline was still a 
key factor in foreign sales development of 
all Russian wood-based products through 
������7KLV�ZDV�PRVW�DSSDUHQW�LQ�WKH�ȴQDO�
quarter when a particularly sharp ‘avalanche’ 
devaluation produced sharpest sales growth, 
both to China and Europe. 
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�RɝFLDO�ȴJXUHV��WKH�FRXQWU\ȇV�

timber harvest was up 4.9% to 202.3 million 
m3 last year, with softwood accounting for 
139 million m3.  

Total exports of Russian softwood lumber 
were 21.3 million m3, a 5,4 % rise on 2013.  
China remained the country’s leading foreign 
market with sales of 8.35 million m3. This 

also, of course, made Russia China’s leading 
softwood lumber supplier. The business is 
clearly partly driven by the fact that it is China’s 
lowest cost source, and logistically well-placed 
WRR��ZLWK�GDLO\�GHOLYHULHV�IURP�GLHUHQW�UHJLRQV�
by rail and sea. 

But as the Chinese further processing 
timber sector becomes increasingly quality 
RULHQWHG��WKH�KLJK�FDOLEUH�RI�5XVVLDQ�ȴEUH�LV�DQ�
LQFUHDVLQJO\�VLJQLȴFDQW�IDFWRU�LQ�WUDGH�WRR�

Meanwhile, Russia’s softwood saw log sales 
to China last year were around 10 million m3, 
or 86 % of the former’s total exports. 

Interestingly the Chinese market is also 
becoming increasingly sensitive to wood 
sourcing and origin issues, and consequently 
an additional driver to Russia’s implementation 
of timber trade regulation strategies.
7KH�FRXQWU\�LV�QRZ�ȴUPO\�IROORZLQJ�WKH�

LQWHUQDWLRQDO�WUHQG�IRU�IRUHVW�FHUWLȴFDWLRQ�
DQG�KDV�WKH�ELJJHVW�YROXPHV�RI�)6&�FHUWLȴHG�
IRUHVWV�LQ�(XURSH��ZLWK������PLOOLRQ�KD�FHUWLȴHG��

The authorities are also utilising satellite 
monitoring to help tackle illegal logging and 
stepping up anti-corruption activities.  It is 
now generally agreed that the situation in 
the North-West is under control, but, as 
recent WWF reports have highlighted, Siberia 
and the Far East regions are still proving 
challenging to police. 

It is variously estimated that illegal logging 
accounts now for 1% to 10% of total Russian 
KDUYHVWLQJ��0RVW�H[SRUWHG�OXPEHU�LV�FHUWLȴHG��
but the domestic market remains an outlet 
for illicit material.

However the government is intent on 
clamping down on the situation further, with 
WKH�LQWURGXFWLRQ�LQ�-XO\�RI�QHZ�8QLȴHG�6WDWH�
Automated Software System for monitoring 
log and lumber sales. All timber business will 
have to register every timber consignment 
ZLWK�WKH�6\VWHP��RU�ULVN�ȴQHV�DQG�FRQȴVFDWLRQ�
of goods. 

The technology’s introduction is said to be 
progressing smoothly heading towards the 
launch date and it is believed it will prove a 
VLJQLȴFDQW�ZHDSRQ�LQ�WKH�EDWWOH�DJDLQVW�LOOHJDO�
logging and corruption."
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"The Netherlands has one of the most evolved 
PDUNHWV�IRU�FHUWLȴHG�WLPEHU�IURP�VXVWDLQDEO\�
managed forests worldwide. In fact latest 
ȴJXUHV�VKRZ�FHUWLȴHG�VXVWDLQDEO\�VRXUFHG�
products now account  for 74% of all primary 
timber sales.

This is the outcome of combined public and 
NGO pressure, resulting in demanding timber 
procurement policies being implemented and 

continued...

It’s been rollercoaster trading year for the Russian timber 
sector, but it remains a key power in the international 
marketplace and aims to consolidate its position further  
by continuing its clampdown on illegality, says  
Sviatoslav Bychkov, Ilim Timber Communications,  
Managing Director and Russia Working Group Member at 
the European Organisation of the Sawmill Industry.

Tackling illegality through 
trade turbulence

Market analysis and monitoring is key for driving certified sustainable sales share  
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The intelligent 
route to   

sustainable 
trade

Accurate market intelligence lies 
behind the strong development of 
the Netherlands’  sustainably sourced 
timber market. And says Mark van 
Benthem, Senior Forest Management 
and Industries Consultant at one of 
the key operations involved, non-profit 
knowledge and innovation institute 
Probos , the country wants to share its 
experience and success in this field 
with others. Mark van 

Benthem

Sviatoslav Bychkov

Russia is big on volume, but increasingly quality-driven too



promoted by trade federations, national and 
local government and individual companies.

In addition, the Netherlands has seen wide 
UDQJLQJ�HRUWV�WR�ERRVW�GHPDQG�IRU�FHUWLȴHG�
timber products and remove potential 
obstacles to availability.  
&HQWUDO�WR�WKH�HHFWLYHQHVV�RI�WKHVH�

measures and initiatives has been knowing 
which markets to target and that, in turn, has 
been achieved through comprehensive market 
intelligence and marketshare monitoring.

Over its 50 years, Probos has been at the 
KHDUW�RI�WKLV�HRUW��EXLOGLQJ�XS�H[WHQVLYH�
experience in timber market study and 
data collection, including in our capacity as 
a national correspondent for bodies such 
as the UN Economic Council for Europe, 
Food and Agriculture Organisation and 
International Tropical Timber Organisation.   

Since 2006 we’ve measured marketshare 
of sustainably sourced timber in the 
Netherlands four times and in Belgium, with 
Belgian partners, twice, . 

In conjunction, we have undertaken more in-
depth analysis to pinpoint market bottlenecks 
that hamper sales growth. The combined 

results of these studies have been used to help 
companies accelerate development of their 
sustainably sourced timber trade both in the 
Netherlands and abroad.    

Based on our experience we believe it is 
essential that other countries conduct similar 
market assessment to help make sustainably 
sourced timber the norm. Many governments 
KDYH�LQYHVWHG�LQ�HRUWV�WR�JURZ�VXVWDLQDEO\�
sourced timber trade. But few base strategies 
RQ�KDUG�ȴJXUHV�DQG�WKLV�FDQ�OLPLW�HHFWLYHQHVV��

And the credibility gained through having 
VRXQG�DQG�GHWDLOHG�IDFWV�DQG�ȴJXUHV�KDV�FOHDUO\�
also assisted in development of our other 
initiatives and activities in the Netherlands to 
promote sustainable timber sourcing and sales.  

Working with other partners, we established 
an industry group to assist chain of custody 
�&R&��PDQDJHPHQW��ZKHQ�&R&�FHUWLȴFDWLRQ�
was still a bottleneck for mainstreaming 
FHUWLȴHG�WLPEHU��7KLV�KDV�RYHU�����PHPEHUV�
and the Netherlands now has the highest per 
FDSLWD�WRWDO�RI�&R&�FHUWLȴHG�FRPSDQLHV���

We also work with the Dutch government 
on the operation of its timber procurement 
policy, running a helpdesk, training and 
ZHEVLWH�IRU�SURFXUHPHQW�RɝFHUV��

In conjunction, we’ve developed the  

www.houtdatabase.nl  website, giving 
technical and supplier data on 200 types of 
timber and wood panel, plus information on 
their availability with government procurement 
SROLF\�DOLJQHG�VXVWDLQDELOLW\�FHUWLȴFDWLRQ��7KLV�
includes a range of lesser-known species.

The Netherlands imports 93% of its timber, 
giving us both a considerable task to ensure 
it is sustainably sourced, but also leverage for 
encouraging suppliers to adopt sustainable 
forest management policies. And this leverage 
is strengthened through cooperation with 
partners, including   the European Sustainable 
Tropical Timber Coalition. 

We want to extend this collaboration 
and further share the experience and 
expertise we’ve gained in developing 
markets and demand in the Netherlands for 
timber from sustainably managed forests. 
Our methodology has been developed 
in cooperation with large numbers of 
stakeholders and taken time and resources. 
Through cooperation and best practice 
exchange we can help others looking to 
develop and promote their sustainably 
sourced timber markets,d do so more quickly 
DQG�DYRLG�GXSOLFDWLRQ�RI�HRUW�DQG�UHLQYHQWLRQ�
of the wheel."

The intelligent route... continued
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“Despite a moderately satisfactory 2014, the 
European sawmilling sector continues to 
experience testing times. 

Market conditions improved slightly last 
year for some parts of the industry, but the 
positive mood turned less so in the autumn, 
with increased production in Sweden among 
the factors.

While the building industry in Spain, 
Germany and UK show some improvement, 
total European construction activity remains 
at a low level. And putting particular pressure 
on the timber business is that some larger 
markets, like France and Italy, have yet to show 
much positive sign of recovery at all. Adding to 
concerns, construction in China is slowing and 
growth in the sector in the US has not been as 
strong as some expected.

There is also fundamental structural 

weakness in European construction  thanks 
to the bureaucratic complexities and lack of 
harmonization in EU building codes. This is 
hindering development and dissemination of 
PDWHULDOV��DQG�HQHUJ\�HɝFLHQW�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�
methods and technologies. That, in turn, 
makes climate change mitigation more 
GLɝFXOW��ΖWȇV�D�NH\�LVVXH��DV�WKH��EXLOGLQJ�
industry currently accounts for roughly half all 
raw material consumption and 40% of waste 
generation in Europe.

So it seems the overall positive economic 
impact of currency weakness and lower energy 
bills has not translated for European sawmillers 
into more timber sales into construction, or better 
SURȴWDELOLW\��2Q�WKH�FRQWUDU\��WKH�ZHDNHU�HXUR�KDV�
LQWHQVLȴHG�DOUHDG\�VWURQJ�GHPDQG�IRU�(XURSHDQ�
logs elsewhere in the world, adding raw materials 
sourcing issues to European mills’ other problems 

What sawmilling has also seen in recent 
years is an increase in non-World Trade 
Organisation conforming barriers to raw wood 
and sawmill products. Several EU and non-EU 
countries have implemented protectionist 
trade policies to limit raw material exports 
and EU wood product imports, or are in the 
SURFHVV�RI�GRLQJ�VR��6R�LQ�VSLWH�RI�(8�HRUWV�
to promote open trade policies, international 
exchange is being increasingly restricted 
as individual states attempt to protect 
and develop their domestic woodworking 
industries at the expense of free trade.

It is becoming clear to the wood working 
industry too, that while timber is glowingly 
referenced in EU political rhetoric as the 
HQYLURQPHQW�IULHQGO\��UHVRXUFH�HɝFLHQW�
construction material, this positive take is not 
EHLQJ�UHȵHFWHG�LQ�WKH��UHJXODWRU\�HQYLURQPHQW�
– in fact, quite the opposite.

While sawmilling and wood processing 
industries should be at the heart of EU 
sustainable development policy, it is notable 
that they have zero representation within the 
recently launched European Bioeconomy 
Alliance and in other programmes launched to 
promote a forest-based bioeconomy.

Back to the current EU market situation 
for sawn and planed timber, and we’ve 
experienced growing competitive pressures 
since March, with price rises we usually see 
in the second and third quarter failing to 
materialize. In fact, in many markets prices 
have moved down on most products. 

In my opinion, we need China to come 
back and buy larger volumes from Canada 
and Europe for the overall market to stabilize. 
Until then, there is a risk of continued 
softening in global softwood trade and I don’t 
foresee any major cutbacks in production as 
there is currently generally good log supply.    
Exchange rates, of course, continue to play a 
major role in price development so, in many 
cases, sawmills have become more currency 
than timber traders!"
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Måns 
Johansson

The EU softwood sector still faces challenging trading 
conditions, and is also not being accorded its rightful  
place in the formulation of bioeconomic policy, writes 
Måns Johansson, Chairman of the European Organisation 
of the Sawmill Industry. 

Softwood needs a construction upturn, 
but also to assert its role in the 

developing bioeconomy

Softwood battles 
on several fronts


