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Mahogany. The word itself conjures a sense of depth, comfortÉ luxury.

Its rich, red timb er resonat es with us. We wid en our eyes at its am az-

ing, w avy luster and adore its classic style. For generations, m ahog any

has signiÞed wealth and w armth. We appreciate it so much, some of

us even name our children aft er it.

M ahog any w as first used around 1500 by Europ eans following the

Sp anish exploration and c olonization of the New World. It b ec am e

prized by furniture makers for its d ark, reddish color and for its st abilityÑ

not too hard to c arve, it could b e scrolled to the finest d et ail without

breaking. This quality enabled an elit e style of early European furniture.

Mahog any bec ame a st and ard of design.

But the history of m ahog any is also the history of colonialism, forest

d estruction and even murd er, as the d em and for this wood drove log-

gers d eep er and d eep er into pristine jungles, putting them in conßict

with the forest ecosyst ems and with their original hum an inhabit ants.

West Indian ( Carib b ean) m ahog any, Swiet enia m ahog ani, w as the

Þrst to b e exploit ed; sometimes c alled ÒtrueÓ m ahog any, it is still con-

sid ered to b e the b est of the three New World m ahog anies. By the

late 1800s, large trees were hard to come by and d em and had shift-

e d t o Pa c if i c  Co ast  m aho g any, S. hu milis, w hic h w ould , in t urn,

become rare in trad e due to over-logging. Sinc e the 1950s, the m ajor

sp ecies in trad e h as b een big-leaf m ahog any, S. m acrophylla. The

tre e rang es fro m mid- Central Am eric a int o South Am eric a and is

found extensively in Brazil, Bolivia and Peru, where it is currently b eing

over-harvested.

Sinc e the 1980s, environm ent al org anizations have report ed vio-

lent conflicts with logg ers and indig enous forest p eoples. By 1995, at

le ast 10 indig enous trib es living in the rainforests of Brazil h ad h ad

m em b ers kill e d by ill eg al lo g g ers. To d ay, t h e l arg est  m aho g any

exp ort er is Peru. Estim at es are th at 80 p erc ent of log ging in Peru is

d on e ill eg ally, an d in dig enous p eo pleÑ so m e of who m d esire t o

rem ain isolatedÑ are ag ain in conßict with loggers.

OTHER SPECIES
But m aho g any isnÕt th e only tro pic al sp ecies in high d em and.

Exports from Brazil of ip • , a species that w as relatively unknown in the

Unit ed St at es until rec ently, h ave now top p ed those of m ahog any.

With a natural rang e similar to m ahog any, ip • , oft en c alled Brazilian

w alnut in the United St ates, is used for decking, ßooring, benches and

even sinks and b athtubs. Eighty perc ent of ip •  logging is illeg al, result-

ing in the m assive d estruction of ancient forests. And thereÕs no such

thing as an ip •  Òplant ation.Ó Ip •  trees are b eing cut from old-growth

forests, which are from 250 to 1,000 years old. The Amazon rainforests in

which they grow have existed in their current st ate for millions of years.

In Asia, exploit ation of t eak w as closely tied to the British coloniza-

tion of India and Burm a and th e Dut ch c olonization of Ind on esia.

Revered for its incredible durability, t eak w as used by these colonizers

largely to build their naval ships. The d em and for t eak has contributed

to the d eath of thousands, as well as to the d emise of the m ajority of

the forests of India, Thailand and Burm a. Tod ay, t eak is also used for

indoor and outdoor furniture, ßooring, d ecking and construction.

CAUSE AND EFFECT
Glob ally, the exploit ation of timber has been a m ajor driving forc e

b ehind colonialism, g enocid e, murd er and the overthrow of at least

one government. The trad e in illeg al wood is the second larg est illicit

trad e in the world, outstripped only by the trad e in drugs.

Lo g gin g f or w o o d is t h e sin gle gre at est  f a c t or l e a din g t o t h e

d estruction of the worldÕs forests. Ac c ording t o the Unit ed Nations

Food and Agriculture Org anization (UNFAO), the world loses an esti-

m at ed 13.5 million hect ares of forest each year. Of that, 12.6 million

hect ares are tropic al forest. But UNFAO consid ers Òd eforest ationÓ to

b e the clearing of at least 90 p erc ent of tree c over. During typic al

rainforest logging, up to 50 perc ent of the surrounding forest is directly

d am ag ed through ro ad building, skid d er trails and from p eripheral

d am age from bulldozers. This large-sc ale forest d egrad ation isnÕt con-

sid ered Òd eforest ationÓ by UNFAO and m ay not show up on sat ellit e

im ages. Rec ent studies have shown that UNFAO numb ers for tropic al

forest loss should be doubled to consid er d am age from logging.

Additionally, during the 1990s, an average of 3 million hect ares of

new plant ations were planted glob ally each year, and UNFAO counts

these as offsetting natural forest loss. But plant ations are not forests.

They c annot sup p ort the bio diversity found in old-growth forests in

g en eral, mu c h less t h e in credible div ersit y of tro pic al r ainforests.

Ac c ording to the World Resourc es Institut e (WRI), if new plant ations

Nat ur al  Sel ect i on
When picking wood, choose wisely

Logg i ng f or  w ood i s t he si ng l e g r eat est  f act or  l eadi ng  t o
t he dest r uct i on  of  t he w or l dÕs f or est s.
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are exclud ed from consid eration, it appears that natural forests in the

tropics are b eing lost at the rat e of nearly 16 million hect ares a year.

ÒThe extent of tropic al d eforest ation app ears to b e higher [ than FAO

estim at es]  in all tro pic al regions exc ept Latin Am eric a,Ó said Emily

Matthews, of WRI.

For inst anc e, the Philippines, originally the prim ary sourc e of lauan

plywood, has about 4 percent of its forests remaining, yet, according to

Philippine Senator Loren Leg ard a, ÒUnchecked illeg al logging rem ains

the m ain culpritÓ in c ontinued forest d estruction. As Dr. Mich a el A.

Bengw ayan wrot e in an article titled, ÒPhilippine forest surf ac e to b e

gone by 2025,Ó which ap p eared in The Brunei Tim es, ÒGovernm ent

negligenc e has prompted the d evast ation of forests. Tod ay, much of

the remaining forests are still being invaded by commercial loggers.Ó

The first w ave of logg ers invading prim ary tropic al forestsÑ half of

whom are logging illeg allyÑ are usually seeking high-value woods for

export. Without the big p ayoffs for m ahog any, ip • , jatob a (Brazilian

c h erry), Afric an m aho g any, ramin, t e ak and oth er pric ey w o o ds,

these loggers couldnÕt afford the bulldozers, trucks and skidd ers nec-

essary to punch new ro ads into pristine forests.

Once a logging road is in place, the chain of destruction has begun

and the forest will likely be tot ally d estroyed. Ac cording to UNFAO, 70

p erc ent of d eforest ation due to shifting cultivation is precipit at ed by

the existenc e of logging ro ads. The WRI ßipped this Þgure to show that

a logged forest in the tropics is eight times more likely to b e d eforest-

ed than one rem aining unlogged.

High-value species t argeted by leg al and illeg al loggers for export

include: mahogany (South Americ an and Afric an), ip •  (Brazilian walnut),

jatoba (Brazilian cherry), tigerwood, garapera and virola in the Amazon;

Afric an mahogany, wenge, okoumŽ, ekki, doussie and padauk in Afric a;

and ramin, apit ong, keruing, kem p as, kapur, ny at oh and b alau in

Malaysia and Indonesia. Seventy percent of the mahogany cut in Brazil is

exported, as is 90 percent of the okoumŽ cut in Gabon. 

WASTING AWAY
Wast e in the syst em is phenomenal. From one-third of the volume

of the tree b eing left in the woods to the f act that 28 trees on aver-

age are killed to get at the t arget tree, to m assive amounts of lower-

grad e wood going to w aste at the mill, efÞciency is so lacking that as

little as 76 bo ard ft. of clear ip •  bo ards, in lengths long er th an 7 ft.,

m ay be imported from an entire acre logged.

And then thereÕs plywoo d (oft en c alled lau an or m eranti in the

Unit ed St at es). It m akes up 80 p erc ent of U.S. tropic al wood imports

and is used for subflooring, int erior doors, p aneling b acking and set

construction. In all, the Unit ed St at es is the larg est consumer of tropi-

c al hardwoods by dollar value and by volume.

The d estruction of tropic al forests is g enerating the larg est m ass

extinction our world has seen sinc e an ast eroid struck our planet 65

million years ago, wiping out the dinosaurs and 65 p erc ent of all lif e

on Earth. It is estim ated that the current m ass extinctionÑ perpetrated

by a single sp ecies, Homo sapiensÑ is oc curring at a f ast er rat e than

that which followed the asteroid imp act. What this m ass reduction in

bio diversity will m e an for us and our world is c om plet ely unknown.

Ever hear of the Òbutterßy effectÓ?

ADDRESSING THE ISSUE
Given this c at aclysmic reality, whatÕs a conc erned p erson to do?

Must wood b e avoid ed entirely? Actually, no. But there are d eÞnit ely

better alternatives for a number of applic ations. In order to be sust ain-

able, glob al demand for wood and wood products must decrease by

90 percent. Primary forests (those remaining unlogged and int act) and

old-growth forests (those that are 200 years old or more) must be made

off-limits to logging and large-sc ale commercial activity. Any commer-

cial logging in second-growth forests must be c arefully managed.

So how do w e achieve the nec essary reduction in d em and? We

c an st art by avoiding im p ort ed tro pic al h ard woo ds, more th an 99

p erc ent of which are c oming from old-gro wth forests. As w ell, w e

need to vastly reduc e our use of p ap er. Avoiding disposable p ap er

products is essential. We also need to quickly shift our p ap er produc-

tion by incre asing the c ollection and utilization of recycled p ap er,

with ÒvirginÓ fib er c oming from agricultural residues such as wheat

and ric e straw, sug ar c ane w aste Þber, corn st alks, et c. Making p aper

from trees no longer m akes sense.

HereÕs som ething else th at do esnÕt m ake sense: WeÕve creat ed

high-d ensity polyethylene (HDPE)Ñ one of the most durable m aterials

ever inventedÑ and we use it for milk jugs, something we w ant to last

(from the farm to the trash c an) for about three weeks. We make more

than 3 million tons of it each year. And when it comes to piers, pilings,

WHAT ABOUT CERTIFIED WOOD?

The Forest St ew ardship Council (FSC) ac credits org anizations

which c ertify th at log ging is w ell-m an ag ed ac c ording t o FSC

guid elines. How ever, some environment alists claim that 60 p er-

c ent of FSC-c ertiÞed wood comes from old-growth forests. Cer-

t ainly, a great d eal of FSC wood from tropic al forests is from old-

growth and prim ary forest logging. Old-growth rainforests suffer

signific ant d am ag e even und er so-c alled low-imp act logging.

For this reason, tropic al wood should b e avoid ed entirely unless

it c an b e proven to h ave c om e from c arefully m an ag ed log-

ging in second-growth or planted forests.

The Rainforest Action Network announc ed in October that it

is consid ering ending its m emb ership in the Forest St ew ardship

Council General Assembly b ec ause of conc erns about contin-

ued c ertific ation of lo g ging in prim ary ( previously unlo g g ed)

and old-growth forests. They have asked for d at a about the per-

c ent age of FSC m aterial sourc ed from ancient forests.

Also, Friends of Earth Int ern ation al, a founding m em b er of

the FSC, d ecid ed in Sept emb er to susp end its sup port of FSC-

c ertified wood and review its m emb ership in the org anization

b ec ause of c onc ern Òthat som e FSC c ertific at es are f ailing to

gu arant ee rigorous environm ent al and so cial st and ards. As a

result, the m arkÕs credibility is being und ermined.Ó
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bulkheads, bo ardw alks, m arinas, docks, out-

d o or d ecking, out d o or furniture and f en c-

in gÑ t hin gs w e w a nt  t o  l ast  f or ev erÑ w e

m ake these things out of w oo d, a m at erial

that g enerally lasts from 10 to 25 years in the

out d o ors. Wh at Õs wron g wit h t his p ic t ure?

Recycled plastic lum b er, f encing and furni-

ture c an offset logging from five to 20 tim es

o v er an d sav es o n m aint en an c e, li a b ilit y

and other c osts. And it c om es in any c olor

you like!

Onc e the use of wood for p aper and out-

door construction is eliminated, thereÕs plenty

t o g o aroun d f or furnit ure an d oth er long-

term uses. But we must limit our use to sust ain-

able sourc es. First, we c an seek out wood sal-

vaged and reclaimed from old buildings, tree

cro ps and from cle arings for d evelo p m ent.

ThereÕs a lot out there. For inst anc e, estim ates

are t h at t h ere are 80 billion ( t h at Õs billion)

bo ard ft. of c oconut p alm wood g enerat ed

each year in South Pacific c o c onut plant a-

tions alone. A lot more wood is g enerat ed in

rubb er plant ations in Southeast Asia. And we

c an increase d ec onstruction of buildings to

reuse the wood and other m aterials.

Aft er w eÕve exhaust ed those options, w e

c an turn to loc al sustainable woods. Almost all

of the old-growth forests in the contiguous Unit-

ed St ates have been eliminated, leaving sec-

ond-growth forests, agriculture, housing and

other developments behind. The Northeast  has

the largest area of regrowing natural forests in

the world. Many of these forests are now pro-

ducing wond erful woods from c arefully m an-

aged logging and there are hundreds of com-

panies marketing materials made from them. 

Fin ally, while not forests, plant ations are

providing large volumes of wood that c an, in

so m e c ases, o f fset  t h e use of w o o ds wit h

ev en gr e at er e c olo g i c al im p a c ts. Use o f

plant ation woods such as euc alyptus, radiat a

p in e a n d  g m elin a sh o ul d  b e c o nsi d er e d

c arefully and on a c ase-by-c ase b asis, with

t h e hist ory o f  t h e p l a nt a t io n t ak en in t o

a c c ount. M any plant ations w ere grown on

land that w as formerly old-growth forestÑ cut

Þrst for the plant ation.

DOING YOUR RESEARCH
For a d dit ion al inf orm ation, d o wnlo a d

Rainforest ReliefÕs Guid elines for Avoiding

Woo d from End ang ered Forests, which c an

b e found at w w w.rainforestrelief.org /

What_to_Avoid_and_Alt ernatives/Rainforest_

Wood /Summ ary_Guid es/ Guid e_for_Consum

ers_and_Comp anies.html. More import antly,

you c an em ail Rainforest Relief, at

info@rainforestrelief.org, whenever you are

c onsid ering using wood. The org anization

responds to every question.

Wood is an am azing and oft en b eautiful

m aterial m ad e from living org anisms that sup-

p ort thousands of oth ers and sust ain entire

e c osyst e ms. We all d e p en d  o n f or ests,

whether we think about it or not. We c an sus-

t ain t h e m, r e d u c e c arb o n e missio ns an d

sp are unique lif e formsÑ if w e rem emb er this

when choosing wood. !

Ñ Tim Ke ating serv es as direc t or, trust ee

and c ofound er of Rainforest Relief, an envi-

ronment al org anization esablished in 1989.

To ho n or th e o utst an din g a c hievem ents of its re a d ers, K+BB invites yo u to enter its 
eighth annual K+BB Design Awards contest. Celebrate your accom plishm ents and g ain
deserved recognition and respect from your peers by entering tod ay.

DESIGN AW A R D S
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Best in Kitchen, Bath and Showroom Design!
ENTRY DEADLINE: Friday, February 2, 2009.

TO DOWNLOAD AN ENTRY FORM, GO TO WWW.KBBONLINE.COM


