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Latest EU data shows no pick up in tropical hardwood imports during 2010 

 

The latest EU-wide trade data indicates that imports of hardwoods from less developed 

countries (LDCs) remained at an extremely low level during the first quarter of 2010 (see 

table). During this period, European imports of hardwood logs, sawn, plywood and veneers 

from LDCs totalled no more than 775,000 m3. This is almost exactly equivalent to the 

volume achieved in the first quarter of 2009, a year when total European imports of LDC 

hardwood products fell by over 40%. The total value of EU imports of these commodities 

during the first quarter of 2010 was actually down 12% compared to the same period in 

2009.  

 

Table: EU-25* imports of hardwood products** from developing countries***  
  2007 Year 2008 Year 2009 Year 2009 Jan-Mar 2010 Jan-Mar % chg 09-10 

  
1000 

m3 € mill 
1000 

m3 € mill 
1000 

m3 € mill 
1000 

m3 
€ 

mill 
1000 

m3 
€ 

mill 
1000 

m3 € mill 

Total 6698.5 2804.5 4844.6 2335.6 2849.8 1316.0 780.2 401.2 774.8 351.7 -0.7 -12.3 

By main product 

Logs 2094.7 431.7 1024.1 295.1 514.6 149.4 153.7 49.0 156.7 37.4 1.9 -23.6 

Plywood 1859.8 680.8 1630.4 616.6 1022.0 343.9 243.1 99.3 277.2 98.9 14.0 -0.3 

Sawn 2277.2 1353.9 1773.2 1110.3 1041.9 631.7 303.1 196.5 265.0 162.9 -12.5 -17.1 

Veneers 466.8 338.2 417.0 313.6 271.3 191.0 80.3 56.5 75.9 52.4 -5.5 -7.2 

By main EU importing country 

France 1216.8 445.8 839.0 374.7 580.0 235.8 156.4 68.7 144.5 63.6 -7.6 -7.5 

UK 905.6 350.2 759.5 297.1 480.0 177.6 107.4 47.9 118.9 45.5 10.7 -4.9 

Netherlands 626.6 365.0 521.4 313.4 342.7 184.7 100.4 58.7 91.7 50.1 -8.7 -14.6 

Germany 553.8 280.2 415.8 222.7 267.6 140.2 69.9 41.5 87.7 44.1 25.6 6.3 

Belgium 548.6 287.8 479.1 243.3 344.6 156.6 87.9 45.5 86.1 38.9 -2.1 -14.5 

Italy 845.7 434.2 594.0 384.4 312.5 195.1 91.9 59.2 77.7 50.3 -15.5 -15.0 

Portugal 282.1 119.8 248.8 95.3 97.8 46.6 34.7 17.9 69.4 17.1 100.0 -4.1 

Spain 601.6 249.9 496.2 200.6 237.9 82.3 75.2 27.7 57.9 19.5 -23.0 -29.5 

Greece 109.4 53.6 99.5 51.9 72.6 31.2 21.8 10.8 13.6 6.0 -37.5 -44.8 

Denmark 63.7 44.2 56.4 38.4 40.3 20.9 9.7 6.4 9.6 5.8 -0.2 -9.4 

Poland 35.0 19.3 45.1 21.4 28.6 12.8 6.3 4.0 5.8 2.5 -7.0 -37.3 

Other 909.6 154.3 290.0 92.3 45.1 32.2 18.6 13.0 11.8 8.3 -36.5 -36.2 

By main supplying country 

China 1140.8 420.6 869.2 341.1 550.1 177.3 113.6 47.3 136.3 46.7 20.0 -1.3 

Malaysia 580.0 347.5 601.4 324.8 404.1 212.8 104.8 63.8 114.1 58.4 8.9 -8.6 

Gabon 745.8 284.6 623.7 260.3 462.9 178.0 133.8 54.8 100.7 41.1 -24.8 -24.9 

Cameroon 759.5 418.1 584.0 343.5 366.2 200.5 108.9 61.3 90.4 50.0 -17.0 -18.4 

Brazil 900.6 402.0 574.1 281.6 283.0 142.3 93.4 50.5 72.4 40.5 -22.4 -19.7 

Indonesia 181.6 113.9 198.5 114.4 142.5 81.1 35.9 22.0 48.8 26.7 35.9 21.5 

Ivory Coast 368.1 196.2 317.6 182.1 167.2 93.9 50.3 28.4 42.4 23.8 -15.7 -16.2 
Congo 
Republic 237.8 88.2 197.6 84.4 75.0 37.2 23.4 11.9 26.0 12.2 11.2 2.1 

Congo DR 321.4 113.6 234.4 96.5 95.9 44.5 27.5 14.6 21.6 9.5 -21.8 -34.9 

Ghana 126.0 81.3 102.2 72.8 54.3 37.3 16.2 11.1 13.5 9.2 -16.3 -16.5 
Equat. 
Guinea 96.9 33.3 60.3 23.6 16.2 6.2 3.3 1.4 8.4 2.5 152.6 82.9 

Morocco 35.6 28.3 23.9 21.0 1.3 1.0 0.1 0.1 5.3 3.9 3483.6 3066.7 

Other 1204.6 277.1 457.5 189.5 231.0 103.8 68.9 34.1 95.0 27.2 37.9 -20.3 

* EU-25 includes all countries in the European Union except Romania and Bulgaria that acceded to the EU in January 2007  

** Data covers logs, rough sawn lumber, plywood and veneers. It excludes further processed products such as mouldings and flooring  

*** Includes emerging and developing economies as defined in the IMF World Economic Outlook Report 2010 

Source: Forest Industries Intelligence Ltd analysis of Eurostat data supplied by BTS Ltd 

 

The significant decline in the unit value of EU imports of LDC hardwoods during 2009 

seems surprising given clear indications of rising prices for many tropical hardwood 

products from mid-2009 onwards in response to declining availability. To some extent the 
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overall unit value figures are distorted by their inclusion of eucalyptus logs (significant but 

rather inconsistent volumes of these very low-value “hardwood” logs are imported by 

Portugal and Spain from Uruguay every year to supply the paper sector). However, the fact 

that the decline in unit value was also apparent in the hardwood sawn and plywood data may 

by an indication that European importers and manufacturers are switching during the 

recession to lower grade and cheaper raw materials in an effort to cut costs. The figures 

certainly underline anecdotal reports suggesting that tropical hardwood shippers seeking to 

push through CIF price increases in Europe this year have continued to come up against firm 

resistance from European importers.  

 

The continuing weak hardwood import performance in the first quarter of 2010 is all the 

more disappointing because it seems to confirm that the apparent upturn in European buying 

in the last quarter of 2009 was not a response to any real improvement in European 

consumption. Rather, as many suspected, it seems to have been the result of short-term 

efforts by importers to fill gaps in heavily depleted stocks at a time when CIF prices seemed 

set to rise. Chart 1 shows that European imports of hardwood sawn lumber, logs and veneers 

from LDCs made very little ground in the first quarter of 2010 compared to the last quarter 

of 2009. Imports of hardwood plywood from these countries actually showed a quarter-on-

quarter decline.   

 

Chart 1: EU 25 quarterly imports of hardwoods from developing  

countries by main product group (1000 m3)
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Chart 2 shows that imports of LDC hardwood products by France, the UK, Netherlands, and 

Belgium were slightly weaker in the first quarter of 2010 compared to the last quarter of 

2009. The best that can be said for Italy’s imports is that they appear, at last, to have hit 

bottom in the final quarter of 2009 and showed some slight signs of upward movement in the 

first quarter of 2010.  Of all large European buying countries, only Germany seems to be 

showing signs of a sustained increase in imports of LDC hardwood products. This is in line 

with GDP data which indicates that the economy in Germany is bouncing back more 

vigorously than in other European countries.     

 

The rather volatile data for Spain and Portugal shown in Chart 2 needs careful interpretation 

because it is strongly influenced by eucalyptus log imports from South America. Spain 

experienced a spike in these imports in the last quarter of 2009 while Portugal experienced a 

similar spike in the first quarter of 2010. If the eucalyptus numbers are removed, the data 
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suggests that Spain’s imports of hardwoods from LDCs improved slowly in the first quarter 

of 2010 while Portugal’s imports continued to flat-line.  

 

Chart 2: EU 25 quarterly imports of hardwoods from developing 

countries by main EU importing country (1000 m3)
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Chart 3 shows that the first quarter of 2010 saw a significant reversal in EU imports of 

hardwood products from China (mainly plywood). Increased arrivals of Chinese plywood at 

the end of 2009 met with stagnant demand in the European construction sector so that 

importers greatly curtailed imports during the opening months of 2010.  

 

Chart 3: EU 25 quarterly imports of hardwoods from 

developing countries by main supplying country (1000 m3)
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Chart 3 also shows that European (mainly French) imports of hardwood products from 

Gabon spiked in the last quarter of 2009. This was due to a rise in log imports in anticipation 

of Gabon’s log export ban from January 2010. Although implementation of the ban was 

subsequently delayed until May, the statistics suggest that most European buyers completed 

their efforts to stock up on Gabon logs at the end of 2009 and that imports were already 

falling away again in the first quarter of 2010.  
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Chart 3 indicates that the first three months of 2010 saw some minor quarter-on-quarter 

increases in European imports of hardwood products from Malaysia, Cameroon and 

Indonesia. However imports from Brazil and Ivory Coast remained static at low levels.     
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