
WHY CERTIFIED WOOD?
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For decades the wood issue has been framed antagonistically between ‘tree huggers’ and loggers, or environmentalists and the timber industry. Experience teaches that divisive dichotomies are usually misdirection away from informed discourse and progress towards workable solutions. The first step towards issue resolution is to clearly state the problem… something that is not often enough done.  The wood issue problem statement is “too many trees are being illegally and unsustainably overharvested, destroying and endangering ecosystems, flora, and fauna at an alarming rate, and contributing to global climate change.”

The public misconception that environmental issues must be economically quantified as a primary priority in government decision-making was promulgated by the U.S. in the 1990’s.  This concept was not developed beyond a superficial concern for out-of-pocket first costs.  Clients and professionals find it hard to resist low prices when project budgetary decisions are governed by the initial monetary first-cost of items. However, there are many unaccounted costs not reflected in the artificially low price of illegally and unsustainably harvested timber. 

In 2007 Honduran pine was 96% of their timber exports with around 50% of that harvested illegally.  The remaining 4% was mahogany with over 90% of that illegal.  Laos has been so overharvested that less than 10% of their forests are commercially viable. It is true that millions of acres of primarily ‘old forest’ timber have been protected from chainsaw action due to endangered birds, fish, tigers, bears and plants. The US Fish & Wildlife Service's Endangered Species Program lists timber impacting endangered fauna like the northern spotted owl, marbled murrelet, ivory-billed woodpecker, red-cockaded woodpeckers, west coast salmon, steelhead, bull trout, and California tiger salamander. The CITES International Treaty lists timber impacting fauna like the Asian elephant, Malayan sun bear, Sumatran rhinoceros, clouded leopard, proboscis monkey, orangutans, Sumatran tiger and Siberian tiger. To give it scale know that Vermont is 9,615 square miles in size with New England 70,054 square miles. In the 38 years since 1970 Brazil alone has lost rainforest area equal to 24 Vermonts or 3-1/3 times the size of New England deforested.  Not only have we lost innumerable species but eliminated whole ecosystems of Special Forest Products (SFP) or Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFP), which include: Edibles like berries, mushrooms, and maple syrup; Medicinals such as ginseng, goldenseal, and witch hazel; Decorative materials using galax, pine needles, and ferns; plants with Utilitarian uses like cordage, dyes, and materials for building and tool making; and plants used for Ceremonial uses like bitterroot or camas, and tobacco. Widespread clearcutting and illegal harvesting destroys forest ecosystems. We forget that here is much more to a forest than the trees.

The socioeconomic price of illegal timber entails widespread corruption and graft that typically does not benefit the indigenous inhabitants or the rightful owners of the forest resource.  In Malaysia there are police chiefs who are also timber middlemen using village timber fuel permits to bring in a crew to clearcut orangutan habitat timber and ship these illegally harvested trees to market. Those villagers receive no benefit and cannot report the theft.  According to the Brazilian government in 2004-05, from 25,000 to 40,000 people or more were laboring in the Amazonian rainforest states on plantations under brutal slave conditions clearing trees and land for cattle ranchers and farmers of African savanna grasses (cattle feed), sugarcane (ethanol), soybeans, and palm oil.  China has been known to import massive quantities of illegally sourced raw materials from Malaysia, Indonesia, Southeast Asia and Siberia used to fabricate products for world export.  Many of these products are sold in American stores to consumers that are marketed on the low monetary price and a nicely worded green(wash) policy that to date has little or no independent third-party verifiability.
OK…. If all of this is “touchy-feely” to you and still does not convince you to spend a little more to do the right thing.  Well let’s explore the ‘illegal’ connotation some more. Under the recently amended US Lacey Act, if you “Knowingly” engaged in prohibited conduct by trading in illegally sourced wood, you then committed a Criminal felony with a big fine (up to $500,000 for corporation, $250,000 for individual, or twice maximum gain/loss from transaction), a possible prison sentence for up to five years, plus forfeiture of goods.  A simple false import declaration also has a criminal felony big fine as above, or it could be a smaller civil penalty of up to $10,000, still with up to five years possible prison, plus forfeiture of goods.
Let’s say that you “Unknowingly” engaged in prohibited conduct but did not exercise “due care” in trading in illegally sourced wood. It is then a Criminal misdemeanor penalty (up to $200,000 for corporation, $100,000 for individual, or twice maximum gain/loss from transaction), with up to a possible one-year prison term, or it could be a civil penalty fine up to $10,000, and the forfeiture of goods. However, if you only gave a false import declaration then it is a $250 civil penalty fine plus the possible forfeiture of goods.  At best, even if you practiced “due care” but still “Unknowingly” traded in illegally sourced wood you would at minimum forfeit the goods, and could pay a $250 Civil penalty fine for each false import declaration.
So…. To exercise “due care” means “that degree of care at which a reasonably prudent person would exercise under the same or similar circumstances.”  For a licensed professional this is a part of practicing to a legally required “standard of care.”   The good news is each of the certified wood labeling organizations has taken precautions to exclude illegally harvested timber.  And of them FSC is the only one that goes beyond sustainable forestry and incorporates socioeconomic fairness. 

The easiest path to practicing “due care” is to specify the use third-party certified wood and wood products for all of your projects or products.  The Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund contracted with my Specification Consulting firm, JMMa Specs, to compile a series of long-form and short-form certified wood guide specifications, the first four of which will soon be available for free download at www.vsjf.org. I recommend that you check it out over the next few weeks.
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