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1. Summary of petition

Resources of tropical hardwoods are dwindling. In order to halt this development, the 
petitioner suggests that the EU table legislation to a) prohibit import of tropical hardwood 
from primary forests, b) introduce a certification system for tropical hardwood from 
sustainable planted forests and c) refrain from using tropical hardwood in infrastructure 
projects contracted by the European institutions. 

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 30 October 2009. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 19 February 2010.

The European Commission shares the petitioner's concern about the destruction of tropical 
forests and the impact of deforestation on the environment.  This was why in 2008 it adopted 
a Communication addressing the challenges of deforestation and forest degradation to tackle 
climate change and biodiversity loss1 and setting out its thinking on this issue.  

The causes of deforestation are complex.  Felling of forests for commercial exploitation is 
certainly one of them, but the most important direct causes are changes in land use. Thus, land 
conversion for mineral extraction, agriculture and construction of infrastructures, such as 
roads, are factors that can play an important role. In any given region or country, the 
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importance of one or another causal factor may vary.

In the Commission's view, a ban on imports to the EU of tropical timber from primary forests 
would not be an effective way to conserve such forests.  This reasoning is further explained 
below.  

First of all the term "primary forests" is difficult to define precisely and is used in different 
contexts to refer to different types of forest.  It is most commonly understood to mean forests 
undisturbed by man, but this is hard to demonstrate. As a matter of fact, even in the 
Amazonian forest there is archaeological evidence of human settlement and forest use1.  

Secondly, while the EU supports an expansion of protected forest areas, such as national 
parks, large areas of naturally occurring forest have been set aside in developing countries for 
the purpose of forest production. Thus, whilst they may contain significant areas of primary 
forest at the time of their designation, these will no longer be primary forests once they are 
logged, even if they are regenerated. If the EU were to close its market to these products it 
would indirectly increase the relative economic attractiveness of alternative uses of such 
forest land, notably for monoculture crops or livestock, though mineral extraction would 
probably prevail over sustainable forestry in any case.  

Thirdly, a blanket ban on imports of tropical timber from primary forests would be considered 
discriminatory and disproportionate.  Discriminatory, because such a ban would not apply to 
timber from primary forests in temperate or boreal regions, some of which are also claimed to 
be endangered.  Disproportionate, because an import ban would be a blunt instrument: it 
would mean for instance that timber from well managed primary tropical forests, as 
demonstrated for example by third-party certification, would not be allowed into the EU. 
Difficulties would arise in defining not only “primary” but also “tropical” since tropical forest 
types do not respect geographic lines of latitude. 

Similar arguments can be raised against the proposal to abandon the use of tropical timber in 
all construction projects undertaken by the EU institutions, noting also that for certain uses, 
such as out-door applications, tropical wood has unique technical characteristics.  

The European Commission and the EU Member States have taken important steps to 
influence EU demand for all types of timber, notably through:

 concrete policy initiatives, stemming from the EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy adopted in 2006, including guidance for business to promote the purchase of 
sustainable products and increase the awareness of consumers to make more informed choices 
based on the principle of sustainable consumption;

 targets for green public procurement, with a number of member states, including 
Germany, developing specific policies for timber products;
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 negotiation of bilateral voluntary partnership agreements with timber-producing 
countries, so as to ensure that all their exports of timber products to the EU have been legally 
harvested;

 a proposal for an EU Regulation, currently in discussion by the Council and 
European Parliament, that would require all those placing timber and timber products on the 
EU market to check the origin of the timber and take steps to minimise the risk of illegal 
timber in their supply chain;  

 development co-operation projects to strengthen sustainable management of 
forests as well as to strengthen the capacity to establish and manage protected forest areas in 
developing countries.

The Commission considers that the constructive engagement of all actors in the timber supply 
chain is more likely to succeed than a ban which would simply divert timber to other, less 
discerning markets. 

While the Commission shares the concerns expressed by the petitioner, and given that it has 
already undertaken various concrete actions as explained above, it does not intend to propose 
the measures put forward in the petition.  


