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The aim of these guidelines is to make 
it easier for public and semi-public 
institutions to ensure that the tropical 
timber they purchase is produced in 
a legal and sustainable manner. The 
guidelines will also be of use to private 
institutions and individuals.

The guidelines cover raw materials, 
finished goods and intermediate pro-
ducts incorporating wood from tropical 
forests, whether they be natural forests, 
for example rainforests, or plantations. 
Recycled wood and paper products are 
not covered.

Timber is an important source of in-
come for many tropical countries. The 
tropical forests are also the lifeblood 
of local and indigenous people, and 
contain a unique biodiversity. Tropi-
cal forests can be readily sacrificed for 
other applications if their value cannot 
be exploited.

Purchasing legally and sustainably 
produced tropical timber can therefore 
contribute to the preservation of tropi-
cal forests.

However, a large proportion of tropical 
timber is neither legally nor sustainably 
produced. Unless relevant and ade-
quate documentation is presented, it 
can be difficult to assess whether or not 
this is the case.

Background report

A background report to these guideli-
nes has been prepared which contains 
more detailed information on tropi-
cal tree species, legal and sustainable 
forest management, and certifica-
tion schemes, etc. View this report 
here: www.skovognatur.dk and 
www.mst.dk. 

Introduction

3
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The present assessment is that the 
easiest way to obtain legally and su-
stainably produced tropical timber is 
by means of an FSC certificate.

The Malaysian certificate, MTCC, is 
considered to provide a good guarantee 
of legal forest management, on its way 
towards becoming sustainable.

The easiest way is 
not always easy…

However, FSC and MTCC timber can 
be difficult to obtain, and at present 
there are certain tree species that can-
not be supplied with these certificates. 
This is the case, for example, for the 
most popular tree species used for 
harbour construction work.

There are alternative ways to docu-
ment legality and sustainability. See the 
section on documentation.
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without impregnation with preservati-
ves, etc. 

In addition, a lot of tropical timber has 
a number of aesthetic qualities and 
great strength.

Experience has shown that a few well-
known wood types come under strong 
demand because it is thought that only 
these types are especially well suited 
for particular purposes, whereas in 
fact less well-known wood types that 
are easier to obtain from legal and 
sustainable forest management are 
often equally well suited. This can put 
pressure on endangered species and 
particular types of forest.  

Purchasers can therefore help protect 
forests by requesting wood with par-
ticular technical properties and appe-
arance, instead of just asking for wood 
from one or a few particular species. 
However, it is always important to en-
sure good documentation is provided 
for the technical properties of the wood 
being offered.

Tropical timber – 
properties and applications
In these guidelines, »tropical timber« 
refers to wood from tree species grow-
ing in the tropical belt along the equa-
tor. Typical tropical wood types are 
known by trade names such as azobé, 
teak, mahogany, merbau, meranti, 
jatoba, and doussié. Some names cover 
many different species and many spe-
cies have numerous trade names.

Most of the tropical timber used in 
Denmark is produced in natural 
forests, as only very few species are 
grown in plantations – primarily Teak 
and Eucalyptus, the latter of which 
is mainly used for paper production. 
Tropical timber is used, e.g. in harbour 
construction works, bridges, floors, 
windows, and doors, as well as for 
indoor and outdoor furniture. Tropical 
timber is also used in plywood, e.g. for 
cladding building interiors.

The advantage of most tropical timber 
is that it has good natural durability, 
making it suited for and environmental-
ly friendly in the outdoor environment, 
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For example, in harbour construction 
work, very particular properties are re-
quired. The wood must be very strong 
and resistant to wear, while wood 
exposed to saltwater must also be resi-

Wharf - example of 

tropical timber applica-

tion in a harbour

Photo: Polfoto

stant to shipworm and gribble. In water 
with a salt concentration of approx. 
0.9 to 3.5 per cent, these creatures can 
cause serious damage if the wood is not 
resistant.

Azobé is the most commonly used 
wood species in harbour construction, 
but Basralocus and Greenheart are also 
used. These types normally all have 
good durability in saltwater. There 
might possibly be suitable alternatives 
with good durability, but experience 
with these is limited. They are often 
only available in small quantities and 
sizes, and there can also be significant 
variations in strength properties.

Copenhagen City Council and the 
Port of Copenhagen have published 
a comprehensive report on the use 
of environmentally certified tropical 
timber in hydraulic engineering, see 
www.vejpark.kk.dk. 

More useful information about tropical 
timber can be found at:
www.trae.dk, www.top.dk and 
www.teknologisk.dk.



6 Purchasing Tropical Timber  – environmental guidelines 7Purchasing Tropical Timber  – environmental guidelines

It might sound simple to demand that 
timber must be produced legally, but it 
is not.

Forest legislation varies from country 
to country and it is difficult to determi-
ne which set of regulations is relevant. 
The best solution would be if this 
could be worked out by agreement 
with each individual producing coun-
try. The European Commission has 
published a proposal for an action plan 
to combat illegal logging, in part with a 
view to establishing such agreements. 
In general, it is Danish policy that the 
import of illegally felled timber should 
be combated, e.g. through agreements 
with the countries of origin.

Some particularly endangered species 
are covered by CITES, an internatio-
nal convention on the trade in endan-
gered species of wild fauna and flora. 
CITES has various lists, which include 
the tree species in question.

Special permits are required in order to 
trade these species. For more infor-

mation, see www.skovognatur.dk 
and chapter 3.2 (and appendix) of the 
background report.

As a general guideline, stipulating 
the following legality requirements is 
recommended as a minimum:

• The producer has had the necessary 
rights and permits to carry out logging 
of the given tree species, grades and 
dimensions, within the given timeframe 
and region.

• The producer has fulfilled all rele-
vant national legislation regarding 
forest management and the effects of 
forest management on people and the 
environment in the country in que-
stion.
 
• Any due taxes and duties have been 
paid. 

• All statutory declarations and per-
mits from the authorities have been 
obtained, including CITES permits if 
the tree species is covered by CITES.

Legally produced timber
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There are no unequivocal, globally 
applicable standards for »sustainable 
forest management«. The perception 
of what is »sustainable« is influenced 
by social and cultural value bases, and 
these can vary from country to coun-
try and over time. However, there is 
general international agreement on the 
general principles and criteria.

For example, the Statement of Forest 
Principles from the UN Conference 
on the Environment and Development 
in Rio in 1992 declared that forests 
“should be sustainably managed to 
meet the social, economic, ecological, 
cultural, and spiritual needs of present 
and future generations”. The State-
ment lays out a number of further 
principles for sustainable forest ma-
nagement, including underlining state’s 
right to utilise, manage and develop 
their forests – see: www.un.org/
documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-
3annex3.html.

For further criteria and guidelines for 
the sustainable management of tropical 

forests, developed in various regional 
forestry forums under the UN, by the 
International Tropical Timber Orga-
nisation (ITTO) and the Center for 
International Forestry Research (CI-
FOR), see e.g.: www.itto.or.jp. 

These criteria cover the following 
areas:
• Legislative and institutional frame 
 works
• The size of the forest resource
• The health and vitality of forests
• The production functions of forests
• The protection functions of forests
• Biodiversity
• Socio-economic, cultural, and 
 spiritual benefits and needs.

Requirements for sustainably produced 
tropical timber should be based on the 
above principles and criteria, and also 
on the requirement that the specific 
standards have been developed in a 
consultative process, open to partici-
pation by all affected parties, including 
financial, environmental and social 
stakeholders.

Sustainably produced 
timber



8 Purchasing Tropical Timber  – environmental guidelines 9Purchasing Tropical Timber  – environmental guidelines

The environmental impact from the 
production of tropical wood products 
is not very different from the environ-
mental impact from the production of 
other wood products. However, there 
can be certain differences. Some tro-
pical wood species require no or very 
little treatment. This reduces the need 
to use chemicals, such as biocides. 
Conversely, tropical wood can contain 
substances that are released into the 
indoor environment, potentially 
causing allergic reactions.

Exposure to dust from certain tropical 
wood species can cause cancer. It is 
therefore important to have special 
measures in place to avoid this. The 
Danish rules governing this area can be 
found at www.at.dk.

More information about environmental 
factors for products containing wood 
can be found in the environmental 
guidelines for shelves, upholstered 
furniture, tables, filing cabinets and 

Tropical rainforest in 

Eastern Sabah, Borneo

Photo: Jacob Andersen

Other environ-
mental factors

school chairs – see www.mst.dk for 
suggestions for specific environmental 
requirements for each product group.
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In a number of places in the world 
today, the forest management do 
not fulfil the above requirements for 
legality and sustainability. And in a 
number of the places where they do, 
the mechanisms and administrative 
capacity required to provide adequate 
documentation of the same are lacking.

The problem is particularly widespread 
in the tropics, where a long develop-
ment and reorganisation process is 
required in many places in order to be 
able to fully satisfy the requirements.

There is a risk that categorical require-
ments for full documentation of both 
the legality and sustainability of forest 
management would be tantamount to a 
boycott of most tropical timber. That is 
not the aim of these guidelines.

Rather, it is recommended that public 
purchasers adapt their requirements 
to the realistic options requiring, when 
ever possible, documentation for both 
the legality and sustainability of tropical 
timber, without being categorical.

It is also recommended that timber be 
accepted which is clearly produced 
legally and is either partially sustainable 
or on the way towards sustainability, if 
fully sustainable timber cannot be ob-
tained with adequate documentation.

It is recommended that as a minimum, 
suppliers be required to document that 
the timber has been legally produced.

Certification
Forestry certification is documentation 
confirming that forest management 
fulfil certain standards laid down in the 
relevant certification scheme.

Special certification systems have been 
developed with the aim of monitoring 
and verifying the traceability of wood 
and providing manageable rules for 
labelling – the »Chain of Custody« 
certificates, or simply CoC. The most 
important elements that should nor-
mally be included are shown in the box 
on the next page.

Requirements and 
documentation
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As of 1 April 2003, FSC was the only 
forestry certification system covering a 
large number of tropical countries. In 
addition to this, national schemes had 
been established in Malaysia (MTCC) 
and Indonesia (LEI). Keurhout was 
also in operation(1). It was not an 
independent certification scheme, but 
a scheme that verified other forestry 
certificates.

There were 5.4 million hectares of 
FSC certified tropical forest, of which 
approx. half was natural forest, divided 
between 159 certificates in 28 
countries. There were 2.3 million hec-
tares of MTCC certified forest, divided 
between three certificates, all in natural 
forest, and 100,000 hectares, divided 
between two certificates, were certified 
according to the LEI system. In addi-
tion, Keurhout had verified a certificate 
in Gabon covering 600,000 hectares. 
Altogether the four schemes covered 
about 0.5 percent of the world’s combi-
ned tropical forest areas.

In addition, there were several other 
regional and national initiatives being 
developed, e.g. under ATO and CER-
FLOR. PEFC was not yet operational 
in the tropics, but several national sche-
mes had applied for recognition.

Five important elements when certifying wood:

• Standards – should be precise and measurable, developed in an 
open process that ensures legal and sustainable forest manage-
ment, see the discussion on pages 6 and 7.

• Certification – monitoring and verifying compliance with the 
standards – should be undertaken by a competent and impartial 
third party with the necessary accreditation.

• Accreditation – verifying and monitoring that a certification en-
terprise is working correctly – should be conducted by a recogni-
sed organisation, e.g. DANAK in Denmark.

• Traceability – should cover documentation and monitoring of 
the wood product’s path from a certified forest to the end user.

• Labelling – there should be precise rules for credible labelling of 
wood products. 

Examples of enterprises that moni-
tor and verify certification standards 
in the tropics, i.e. that carry out the 
actual certification, are: SGS, DNV, 
SmartWood, and SCS. See more at 
www.forestworld.com. 

FSC and LEI accredit impartial third 
parties to certify, while MTCC issues 
certificates itself based on assessments 
performed by impartial third parties.

(1)Post script: 

In autumn 2003 it was decided to disband 

the Keurhout Foundation by 31 December 

2003. At the same time it was decided that 

the Netherlands Timber Trade Association 

(NTTA) takes over the Keurhout logo 

from the Keurhout Foundation and makes 

it available to its members (see press release 

of November 2003 from NTTA for further 

information at: www.stichtingkeurhout.nl/

liquidation.htm.
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FSC have their own international trace-
ability certificate, while MTCC and 
LEI have traceability certificates that 
only cover national enterprises. Keur-
hout verification encompasses certifica-
tion of the wood’s traceability as far as 
the Netherlands.

At present FSC is the only certifica-
tion system that is found to provide 
an adequate guarantee for legally and 
sustainably produced tropical wood.

MTCC is regarded as providing an 
adequate guarantee for legal forest 
management, on their way towards 
sustainability, whilst marketing of 
MTCC certified wood in Denmark 
will require the attachment of a CoC 
certificate from Malaysia.

LEI and Keurhout are not in themsel-
ves, at present, regarded as adequate 
guarantees for legal or sustainable 
forest management in the tropics, but 
in combination with other supporting 
factors they can provide an adequate 
indication – see further details under 
“Alternative documentation”.

No certification system can provide 
a 100 per cent guarantee, and the 

possibility of forgery can never be com-
pletely excluded. It is recommended 
that purchasers occasionally look at the 
websites of the various schemes to see 
if there is current information about 
any such scams – see under “Useful 
information”.

For further information, see also the 
background report regarding the 
individual certification schemes.

Other eco-labels
The Swan and Flower eco-labels cover 
a number of relevant environmental 
factors in product life cycles. The 
requirement of sustainability for the 
underlying forest management for 
wood-based products is included, but 
not in detail. As of 1 April 2003, it was 
not possible to locate easily any tropical 
wood products labelled with the Swan 
or Flower. These labels are therefore 
not presently seen as being relevant 
guarantees for legal or sustainable 
forest management in the tropics.

Alternative documentation
Tropical wood can be legally and 
sustainably produced, even though it 
is not certified and labelled. However, 
it can be difficult to know whether it 
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really is. False declarations are in cir-
culation, and not uncommon in some 
areas.

It is not possible to stipulate simple, 
well-defined minimum requirements 
for alternative documentation, but a 
number of elements can support it:

• Certificates or verification schemes 
other than FSC and MTCC, e.g. LEI 
or Keurhout.

• Export permits, certificates of origin, 
other declarations from the authorities 
and from suppliers and sub-suppliers.

• Concession agreements.

• A documented eco-management 
system in accordance with ISO 14001 
or EMAS II or another documented 
eco-management system.

• Specification of the standards and 
guidelines used for forest management, 
including information about whether 
they have been developed in a consul-
tative process, open to participation 
by financial, environmental, and social 
stakeholders.

• Specification of the overriding prin-
ciples and criteria guiding the forest 
management, indicating who has de-
veloped these.

• Specification of the method for moni-
toring compliance with the standard 
and the entity responsible for such 
monitoring.

• Documentation for legally produced 
tropical wood in accordance with a 
bilateral agreement between Denmark 
or the EU and the supplying country 
(not yet developed, as of 31 December 
2003).

It is recommended, where possible, 
that alternative documentation be sub-
mitted for assessment to an impartial 
third party with market insight and 
knowledge of forestry conditions in the 
tropics.

There are, as yet, no established sy-
stems for doing this, but is assumed 
that it would be possible to request 
such an assessment from one of the en-
terprises already accredited to perform 
forestry certification, e.g. SGS, DNV, 
Smartwood, SCS, Soil Association, etc.
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Purchasing tropical timber

Purchasing tips
Consider the following factors before 
purchasing:

• What requirements are there for 
wood quality, strength, durability, and 
aesthetics?

• Is the purchase of such size that it 
has to be subject to a tendering proce-
dure in the EU?

• Is the purchase covered by the 
statutory order on inviting tenders in 
the building and construction sector in 
Denmark?

• Plan larger purchases well in advan-
ce, ideally 6-12 months ahead!

Inviting tenders
The purchaser can choose to invite 
alternative offers with several levels of 
technical specifications. This leads to 
greater leeway in the decision process.

For example,  one can prepare alter-
native technical specifications at the 
three levels described in the section 
on requirements and documentation. 
Depending on the exact conditions, 
one can select the most appropriate 
alternative at the end of the tendering 
process, and within that alternative, the 
most economically attractive offer.

You are not permitted to stipulate that 
the wood be labelled with a particular 
label. However, you can stipulate that 
certain requirements (possibly equiva-
lent to the requirements of the label) be 
fulfilled, that can be documented by a 
label – but equivalent documentation 
must also be accepted.

Environmental factors other than lega-
lity and sustainability can be included 
in the requirements specification or the 
allocation criteria, and this should be 
made clear in the tender documents.

It is recommended that already when 
inviting tenders or during pre-qualifi-


