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MARKET UPDATE
Updated Seneca Creek study confirms U.S. 
hardwood sustainability credentials

During July, AHEC will publish a fully revised 
version of the Seneca Creek “Assessment 
of Lawful Harvesting & Sustainability of U.S. 
Hardwood Exports”, alongside the conclusions 
of the Technical Review Panel commissioned 
by AHEC, to validate the Seneca Creek results. 
Together the revised Seneca Creek study and 
the Review Panel conclusions provide a credible, 
comprehensive and fully up-to-date assurance 
that U.S. hardwoods are legal and sustainable in 
line with all relevant international standards. 

The updated Seneca Creek study concludes that 
“the data and information compiled for this report 
provides evidence that U.S. hardwood supply 
chains meet all current due diligence standards 
as legal and sustainable.” The study also states 
that “the analysis presented in this report can 
serve as an alternative to forest management 
and chain of custody certification for purposes of 
demonstrating low risk of illegal or unsustainable 
hardwood sourcing from the United States”. 

These are the conclusions of the Seneca Creek 
team comprising experts in U.S. hardwood forest 
management and related policy and regulation. 

The team was led by Alberto Goetzl, a leading 
natural resources economist, with input from: 
Dr Gary Dodge, a consultant biologist who has 
worked closely with FSC; Scott Berg, a forest 
certification expert with years of experience 
preparing companies for certification under SFI, 
PEFC and FSC; Dr Stephen Prisley, a leading 
U.S. expert in forest inventory analysis who is 
currently the Principal Research Scientist at the 
National Council for Air and Stream Improvement; 
and Jazmin Varela and Trevor Cutsinger, both 
of The Conservation Fund, amongst the largest 
environmental NGOs in the U.S. with a strong 
focus on practical measures to conserve forests.

The study confirms that all U.S. hardwood-
producing states are Low Risk of sourcing illegal 

Revised Seneca Creek study confirms the sustainability of U.S. 
hardwoods. 

hardwoods, according to the requirements of 
EUTR, Australia’s Illegal Logging Prohibition 
Act, Japan’s Goho Wood program, and the due 
diligence and risk assessment requirements of 
the certification programs operating in the U.S.. 
Drawing on clear, robust evidence from the U.S. 
Forest Service Forest Inventory and Analysis (FIA) 
Program, the study demonstrates that forest 
growth continues to exceed removals in the 
hardwood forest sector and that forest area is 
stable.

The revised study shows that, in some important 
respects, U.S. federal and state forest programs 
are now even more comprehensive than at the 

U.S. hardwood-producing states Low Risk of sourcing illegal 
hardwoods, according to study.



AHEC EUROPE
MARKET REPORT - JUNE 2019

government or environmental agency to 
implement conservation measures). At the same 
time, the Lacey Act amendment has strengthened 
scrutiny and control of illegal timber in trade. 

In updating the study, the Seneca Creek team 
were asked to review environmental campaigns 
and identify any issues raised that would 
suggest concerns over the sustainability of U.S. 
hardwood. The only concern identified is related 
to harvesting of bottomland hardwoods in the 
U.S. for industrial wood pellet production and 
export, not for hardwood lumber, plywood, and 
veneer. Furthermore, based on an analysis of four 
data sets, the team concluded that the area of 
bottomland hardwood forest had not changed 
appreciably over the past decade.

Seneca Creek a model for risk assessment 
according to high-level technical panel

For added confidence and to ensure a broad 
perspective, AHEC brought together a high-
level Technical Panel to fully review the updated 
Seneca Creek study. The Panel was chaired by 
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time of the 2008 Seneca Creek report. In the 
2008 Farm Bill, Congress tasked the states with 
assessing the condition of trees and forests 
within their boundaries, regardless of ownership, 
and developing strategies to conserve working 
forest landscapes, protect forests from harm, 
and enhance public benefits from trees and 
forests. The resulting state Forest Action Plans—
completed in 2010 and reviewed in 2015 by all 
59 U.S. states and territories—offer practical and 
comprehensive roadmaps for investing federal, 
state, local, and private resources where they 
can be most effective in achieving national 
conservation goals.

The updated Seneca Creek study shows 
that measurable gains have been made in 
the effectiveness and compliance with Best 
Management Practices legislation in all hardwood 
producing states, and there is widespread 
use of trained loggers throughout the U.S. 
hardwood producing region. Every hardwood-
producing state now has a logger training and/
or independent certification program which have 
contributed to substantial increases in the levels 
of logger training and professionalism. There 
has also been a rise in the area of conservation 
easements (agreements of landowner with 

 

Emily Fripp, an expert in EUTR, forest certification, 
and timber procurement policies, and included 
Ann Bartuska, formerly the USDA Chief Scientist 
who now leads the Land, Water, and Nature 
Program at Resources for the Future, a US NGO, 
and Katie Fernholz of Dovetail Associates who 
has more than 20 years’ experience advising the 
U.S. forest industry focusing on operations and 
certification in the non-industrial private forestry 
sector.

The Technical Panel agreed that the updated 
Seneca Creek study provides “comprehensive 
analysis of risk regarding the legality and 
sustainability of U.S. hardwoods” and also found 
the study “to be more focused, logical, rational 
and defensible than other risk assessment 
approaches that are currently being applied in 
the marketplace” and “a model for how future 
risk assessment activities should be conducted 
in the U.S.” The Panel concluded that “key 
findings [of the updated Seneca Creek study] 
are consistently supported by relevant and high 
quality information and deeper analysis within the 
report”.

In addition to publishing the updated Seneca 
Creek study, AHEC is also developing tools to ease 
communication and improve access to the data 
it contains. This will include a one-page online 
tool referencing and linking relevant sections and 
findings of the study to the sustainability criteria 

Technical Panel agrees the Seneca Creek study is a model for 
risk assessment.
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of various procurement policies and certification 
standards. The sustainability statements in the 
American Hardwood Environmental Profile (AHEP) 
will also be fully updated to reflect the findings of 
the Seneca Creek study. AHEC’s on-line interactive 
map will be updated with the latest hardwood 
forest growth and harvest data from the U.S. 
Forest Service and to include links to detailed 
information on state Forest Action Plans. 

Structural obstacles to traditional forms of 
certification

The updated Seneca Creek study and the report 
of the Technical Panel clearly demonstrate 
that sustainable forestry practices are firmly 
entrenched and expanding in the US hardwood 
sector. It may seem surprising, therefore, that 
the one metric of sustainability most frequently 
specified by buyers in some export markets – that 
timber must be certified – is not also increasing 
in the U.S. hardwood sector. In fact, the Seneca 
Creek study confirms that availability of certified 
U.S. hardwood is very limited, even declining, and 
likely to remain so in the near term. 

The study highlights that the traditional model 
of certification, involving annual audits of 
individual forest owners at forest management 
unit level, remains a significant challenge in 
the U.S. hardwood sector. It shows clearly that 
relative lack of certification is not an indication 

of unsustainable practices, only of structural 
obstacles to certification in the private non-
industrial sector including fragmentation 
of ownership, lack of awareness, weak and 
inconsistent market signals, lack of other 
incentives, high costs for individual owners, 
and inappropriateness of existing standards. 
This led the Technical Panel to comment, in 
their statement on the Seneca Creek study, 
that “the U.S. marketplace for traditional forms 
of certification, relying on tracking of wood to 
individual forest management units audited to 
meet specific forestry standards, is fatigued and 
ready for alternative solutions”. The Panel goes on 
to suggest that “the lack of uptake of certification 
is not necessarily negative, but simply evidence 
that third party certification remains limited as an 
assurance mechanism for some U.S. owners”.

Recent developments in the FSC threaten to 
make this particular assurance mechanism 
even less relevant to promotion of sustainable 
forestry practices in the U.S. hardwood sector. 
Those familiar with the original 2008 Seneca 
Creek study will know that it was widely used as 
the primary source of information for company 
developed FSC Controlled Wood risk assessments 
in the US hardwood sector. However, changes to 
the FSC Chain of Custody (CoC) standards have 
closed off this option and now require Controlled 
Wood assessments be made at national level by 
FSC. At the same time FSC has introduced more 

Study shows traditional model of risk assessment remains a 
challenge.

Read more about AHEP on www.americanhardwood.org/en/
environmental-profile
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restrictive criteria to show that Controlled Wood 
doesn’t derive from conversion forest or high 
conservation value forest (HCVF). 

On 5 April 2019, after long delays, FSC U.S. 
published their National Risk Assessment (NRA) 
which is required to be incorporated into CoC 
systems for wood of U.S. origin by October 5, 
2019. While the FSC NRA confirms low risk at 
national level against three of the FSC controlled 
wood criteria (illegally harvested wood, harvested 
in violation of traditional and human rights, and 
GM wood), it states there is a specified risk of 
threats to HCVF in portions of Mississippi valley, 
Appalachian, Southeast Regions and Pacific 
Regions, and also a specified risk of forest 
conversion for specific counties in the southeast 
and pacific regions. 

Despite the evidence from the updated Seneca 
Creek study that hardwood forest operators act 
to prevent, rather than to enhance, conversion 
and in no way threaten any HCVF, the NRA 
imposes new obligations on all FSC CoC holders to 
implement specific “Control Measures” developed 
at regional meetings in the U.S. last year. They 
must either avoid sourcing from specific sites 
where the threats are supposed to occur or 
implement mitigation actions that reduce the risk 
of sourcing from those sites. 

The NRA imposes control meassures to be implemented on all 
FSC CoC holders. 

A wide range of far-reaching mitigation actions 
are recommended by FSC, ranging from 
measures to improve logger, landowner and 
forester education; working with land trusts and 
other conservation organizations to identify and 
map ecologically sensitive sites; participation 
in conservation collaborations; working with 
individual landowners to get them to agree 
to manage for specific ecological objectives; 
development of education and outreach 
programs; and support for additional research. 
This is all just to achieve “Controlled Wood” status, 
rather than full certification status.

FSC have gone ahead with imposing these 
“Control Measures” despite numerous objections 
raised at the regional meetings. According 
to FSC’s own records of these meetings the 
objections raised include that: the potential 
workload and resource commitment is daunting, 
particularly for companies that source from many 
states or regions; certificate holders are already 
fatigued by the continuous change of Controlled 
Wood requirements; the control measures should 
require the same or less effort and resources 
from certificate holders, or these companies will 
leave FSC altogether; the measures will lead to 
increased complexity of audits and therefore 
cost; and the mitigation options cannot be readily 
audited by certification bodies. 

FSC imposing control measures despite numerous objections. 
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AHEC's new Environmental Committee discussed FSC 
certification at Interzum this year.

AHEC Environmental Committee considers 
strategic options for certification

AHEC has established an Environmental 
Committee, led by AHEC Vice Chairman, Dave 
Whitten of Bingaman Lumber, in response to 
the gap that is opening up between demands 
for FSC in certain markets and the real needs 
of sustainable forest management in the U.S. 
hardwood sector, and to explore new ways to 
communicate the clear evidence of sustainable 
practice evident from the Seneca Creek study and 
other sources such as the FIA program. 

The Environmental Committee met recently at 
Interzum in Cologne during May. The discussion 
highlighted that FSC’s new approach to controlled 
wood is likely to greatly reduce access to FSC 
certification in the U.S. hardwood sector. It was 
also noted that an even bigger threat, both to the 
viability of FSC and the profitability of operations 
in the U.S. hardwood sector, will be that U.S. pulp 
companies (who support FSC and use FSC in their 
products) may not be able to buy FSC controlled 
chips, dust and pulpwood from U.S. hardwood 
forests. 

At the meeting, the Committee discussed different 
approaches to a solution including: building 
on the AHEP as an assurance mechanism, 
reinforced with data from the updated Seneca 
Creek study; making a direct appeal to the FSC to 

acknowledge the results of the updated Seneca 
Creek study and to recognise the threats to 
their system from the demand for unnecessary 
mitigation measures; and to explore the potential 
for a “landscape-jurisdictional” certification 
framework more appropriate for the U.S. 
hardwood sector that might be linked to the SFI/
PEFC system.

AHEC is now exploring in more detail the 
implications of each of these options – particularly 
in relation to cost and financing and the likely 
level of market acceptance. AHEC staff and 
Environmental Committee members will be lining 
up meetings with representatives of the relevant 

certification agencies in the next few months. In 
the meantime, AHEC would welcome feedback 
and comments from members on the following 
questions: the current and likely future impact of 
the changes in the FSC to their supply of certified 
U.S. hardwood; the current level and source of 
demand from their customers for FSC certified 
products; and the willingness of their customers 
to accept alternative assurance mechanisms, 
particularly the AHEP and PEFC/SFI certification. 

Please send any comments to Tripp Pryor at 
tpryor@ahec.org. 

AHEC are exploring options regarding FSC and AHEP.
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AHEC support new architectural event in 
Denmark
 
AHEC’s European Director took part in a special 
architectural event in Copenhagen in June 
run by Italian based internationally acclaimed 
architectural magazine The Plan. Called 
Perspective, the one-day event brings together 
heads of industry with selectively invited principals 
and founders of leading architectural practices, to 
present and discuss projects and hold short one 
to one meetings. 

The Plan have put on this kind of event many 
times in Italy, but they are now rolling it out across 
Europe and this was the first event in Scandinavia.  
AHEC have an on-going collaboration with 
The Plan and have helped create a “wood in 
architecture” platform on their website. This 
was the title of the closing plenary session, 
which featured AHEC, engineers ARUP and 
architects dRMM talking about the innovative 
use of American hardwood CLT and TMT. The 
networking meetings were a great opportunity 
to connect with some very important architects, 
not just from Denmark, but also Norway, Sweden, 
Belgium and The Netherlands, a number of whom 
have asked AHEC to come and run workshops 
on American hardwoods as part of material 

education and training for their staff.   

AHEC’s extraordinary red oak Legacy project 
for LDF takes shape

In two very intense weeks of making in June, 
10 extraordinary commissions, all in American 
red oak, were realised by the master craftsmen 
at acclaimed UK Furniture makers, Benchmark. 
AHEC‘s latest and probably most ambitious 
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David Venables discussing species with one of the architects in 
Copenhagen.

ACTIVITIES

AHEC European Director David Venables presenting at 
Perspective in Copenhagen.

Tomoko Azumi making progress on her sculptural garden seat 
for Kwame Kwei-Armah of The Young Vic Theatre, using steam-
bent slats of American red oak. 
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design project, for this year’s London Design 
Festival (LDF), features 10 famous designers 
responding to “legacy” commissions from 10 
leaders of UK cultural institutions. 

From a writers chair and desk for the British Film 
Institute, chairs and a table for the Director of 
the V&A to a beehive for the Science Museum 
and a Valet for the Director of the Tate Modern. 
Not forgetting an ambitious “nest-like” seating 
structure for Sir John Sorrell, co-founder of the 
LDF who worked with us to put together this 
amazing line up of creative talent. 

Terence Woodgate working on his "DUO" sofas for Alex Beard of 
the Royal Opera House. 

Martino Gamper making progress on his shelves, commissioned 
by Tamara Rojo of the English National Ballet.

"The Nest" by Juliet Quintero for Sir John Sorrell being put 
together.

This kind of project pushes the boundaries of 
what is possible, demanding very fast designs 
to ambitious briefs and requiring Benchmark to 
commit before they knew what they would have 
to make. The one thing they did know was that 
red oak was a timber they could work with and 
apply to almost any product design because they 
had tested every aspect of its performance in and 
experimental research week back in April (see 
“oak redefined” piece for April market report). 

We have also had a brilliant response to the red 
oak from the designers one of whom told us: 
“really like the red oak samples, lovely character 
and colour, bit tired of the European oak look so 
nice to have something a bit different”. The final 
collection of pieces will go on show in a special 
exhibition to celebrate LDF at the Victoria & Albert 
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(V&A) museum in London in September. There 
is already significant press interest and website 
pages, films, audio recordings and a book on the 
project, will make sure we have our own legacy. 

You can follow the progress of the project at:

www.legacyldf.info
@ahec_europe
#leavingalegacy
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John Lewis to launch American red oak furniture collection.

NEWS ROUNDUP

Dovetail detail of new John Lewis furniture piece.

Leading UK retailer to launch new range of red 
oak furniture 

We are excited to announce an important success 
story for AHEC’s European program. Top UK 
high street retailer, John Lewis, plans to launch 
a new furniture range called Dovetail in August, 
their first in American red oak. The new pieces 
will compliment their existing ranges of white oak 
furniture, which already account for over 60% of 
sales both in store and online. AHEC have been 
working with the design team at John Lewis over 
the past 3 years, through a series of workshops 
and meetings, to help them demonstrate the 
sustainability of the American hardwood products 
they sell and to assist them in identifying new 
species options. This led to a cooperation with 
Marque Furniture, the UK workshop that develops 
designs and prototypes not just for John Lewis, 
but also for other leading retail brands. 

“When it comes to buying wooden furniture, 
consumers in the UK are very particular about 
which timber they want to live with in their 
homes,” says David Barrett, Head of Furniture 
Design for John Lewis and Partners. “This 
means we are always on the hunt for different 
or interesting timber species to include in our 

furniture range. Red oak is a great new addition 
to American white oak, which has probably been 
the most widely used timber of the past 10 years. 
It’s a beautiful and sustainable member of the 
American oak family and we are sure it will delight 
our customers.”

The new Dovetail range is being made in Turkey 
and AHEC visited the factory in June to see 
the red oak in production. This company also 
produces white oak furniture for John Lewis and 
other European brands, and they told us they are 
now working on additional designs from Marque 
Furniture in red oak and cherry. They are also 
expanding their sales in Europe and are currently 
in discussion with a leading Danish furniture 
brand. They are pleased with how the red oak has 
performed and although it is still early days, they 
believe it will play an important role in their future 
production.  
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10,000
viewers

Building Crafts College
American red oak
Cinquecolonne magazine | Italy

Toca Madera Contest
American red oak
Experimenta magazine | Spain

25,000
circulation

The Useful Table
American red oak
Interni Magazine Facebook page

102,000
viewers

Blushing Bar
American red oak 
Construnario | Spain 

95,000
viewers

PR HIGHLIGHTS
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UPCOMING EVENTS 

*DENOTES AHEC PARTICIPATION
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2 February - 4 August* 

David Adjaye: Making Memory
Exhibition | Design Museum | 
London

5 - 14 September  

Paris Design Week
Festival | Paric | France

28 August - 9 September

Design Biennale Zurich
Biennale | Zurich | Switzerland

10 September

Architectural seminar  
Turin | Italy

3 October - 2 December

Trienal de Arquitectura de Lisboa
Architecture Triennale | Lisbon | 
Portugal

14 - 22 September*

London Design Festival
Design festival | London | UK

12 - 13 November

Brachentag Holz
Trade fair | Colonge | 
Germany

2 - 4 October*

NHLA Conference
Trade conference | New Orleans | 
USA

3 October - 6 October

Warsaw Home
Contract Fair | Warsaw | Poland
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1 EURO = $

$1 = EURO

£1 Sterling = $

$1 = Danish DKK

$1 = Swedish SEK

$1 = Czech CZK

$1 = Hungary Forint HUF

$1 = Polish Zloty PLN

$1 = Russian Rouble RUB

$1 = Turkish Lira TRY

30/06/19

1.14

0.88

1.27

6.56

9.27

22.35

283.74

3.72

63.19

5.76

31/03/19

1.12

0.89

1.29

6.53

9.29

22.97

285.86

3.83

66.64

5.60

30/04/19

1.12

0.89

1.29

6.69

9.51

23

289.04

3.85

64.57

5.94

31/05/19

1.12

0.90

1.26

6.70

9.52

23.16

291.12

3.84

65.35

5.86


