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Above: Despite tough social distancing restrictions, AHEC was able to participate in Dubai Design 
Week in November 2020, showing three COVID-inspired outdoor benches made from thermally-
modi!ied American hardwoods, designed and made in the UAE.
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As a response to the reduction 
in our freedom and the need 
for behavioural change 
brought about by the 
pandemic, AHEC challenged 
three prominent Emirati 
designers to develop versatile 
public seating solutions in 
thermally-modi!ied American 
hardwoods. 

Social distancing – a 
captivating oxymoron coined 
to reference the space we 
need to leave between each 
other – has begun to 
dominate the way we live and 
the decisions we make. While 
incredibly important in the 
!ight against the spread of the 
virus, it also curbs our 
freedom of choice and forces 
us to behave in an unnatural 
way. People are social by 
nature and regulations that 
inhibit normal social 
behaviour do not come 
naturally. 

In response to this, three 
prominent Emirati designers - 
Aljoud Lootah, Khalid Shafar, 
Hamad Khoory and their 
teams – were invited by AHEC 
to each design and develop a 
hardwood bench for outdoor 
use in a public space. The 
bench needed to be designed 
in such a way that people who 
sit on it are forced to separate 
by the current social 

distancing minimum of 2 
metres. This would negate the 
need for warning signs and 
allow for people to sit in a 
relaxed way without having to 
think about whether they are 
too close to the next person. 
However, the design of the 
bench would also allow for 
conversion to accommodate 
more people, closer together, 
as and when the time comes 
for social distancing 
regulations to be relaxed. This 
will ensure that the benches 
retain a legacy as functional 
public seating in the future.  

Please Sit Here draws 
inspiration from the AHEC’s 
many high-pro!ile and 
ambitious collaborations to 
date, in the UAE and also in 
Europe, Australia and South 
Africa. These projects have 
included multiple design 
teams, imaginative briefs, 
innovative designs and the 
very best of wood 
craftsmanship, to celebrate 
the beauty, performance 
and sustainability of 
American hardwoods.  

Working with two UAE-based 
manufacturers, the three 
designers selected 
thermally-modi!ied red oak 
and hard maple for their 
benches. TMT American 
hardwoods are only just 

beginning to be known in the 
UAE and wider Gulf region, 
but AHEC believes that their 
market potential is substantial. 
There is signi!icant demand 
for wood in outdoor 
applications and, currently, 
iroko is the main species used, 
while wood-plastic 
composites (WPC) are also 
!inding their niche. 

EMIRATI DESIGNERS 
ADDRESS SOCIAL 
DISTANCING IN TMT 
AMERICAN HARDWOOD 
OUTDOOR SEATING

Above left: AHEC’s Regional Director, 
Rod Wiles, with the three Emirati 
designers and their benches at Dubai 
Design Week 2020. 

Below: Aljoud Lootah’s “Jalees” bench 
in thermally-modi!ied red oak used a 
sliding mechanism to keep people 
seated 2 metres from each other.
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The Please Sit Here benches 
were on display at Dubai 
Design Week 2020, which ran 
from 9-14 November and are 
now on display again at 
Foundry, a new gallery and art 
space in Downtown Dubai 
until the end of March 2021.  

Despite initial concerns, Dubai 
Design Week was extremely 
well-attended, providing a 
much-needed forum for 
people to connect and get out 
and about, during a year of 
signi!icant restrictions on 
normal social behaviour. 
AHEC’s Regional Director and 
the three Emirati designers 
were even able to welcome 
Her Excellency Noura Al Kaabi, 
the Minister of Culture and 
Knowledge Development for 
the UAE and to spend 30 
minutes with her explaining all 
about the Please Sit Here 
project. In addition, a local 
Arabic-language radio station 
used the benches as the 
outdoor studio for their half-
day live broadcast at Dubai 
Design Week. 

A huge amount of interest was 
shown in the benches and this 
was helped by the fact that all 
three of the designers are very 
prominent individuals within 
Emirati society, with 
connections to leading art, 
design and cultural 
institutions, as well as to the 
ruling family. 

It is hoped that this project 
will have increased the local 
(and regional) awareness of 
thermally-modi!ied American 
hardwoods and their potential 
for applications in the Gulf. 

Above: Her Excellency Noura Al Kaabi (NAK), UAE Minister of Culture and 
Knowledge Development receives a personal welcome to the Please Sit Here 
exhibition from designer Khalid Shafar.

Above: Khalid Shafar being interviewed for radio and Instagram TV on Hamad 
Khoory’s thermally-modi!ied hard maple Wahda Bench. Below: Deputy U.S. Consul 
General, Christine Lawson and U.S. Regional Agricultural Counselor, Valerie 
Brown, with AHEC Regional Director, Rod Wiles, with the benches at Foundry.  



 

In November 2019, AHEC 
exhibited the second edition 
of the Preservation Bench by 
Johannesburg-based 
Houtlander at Dubai Design 
Week. This version was in 
stained white oak, as opposed 
to the !irst edition, which was 
made in thermally-modi!ied 
red oak and which now 
resides in the Javett Art 
Centre at the University of 
Pretoria, South Africa. 

Plans for this year included 
shipping the Preservation 
Bench from Dubai to India, 
where it would have formed 

part of one of the key 
installations at the INDEX 
shows in Mumbai and Delhi. 
However, with all events in 
India cancelled due to 
COVID-19, the bench 
remained on display in Colab, 
a materials library and co-
working space in Dubai 
Design District. 

In early November, a new 
home for the bench needed to 
be found and so it was o"ered 
on loan to the U.S. Consulate 
General in Dubai. A brief and 
socially-distanced 
inauguration ceremony was 

held with the Consul General, 
Philip Frayne on 19 November 
in the main entrance lobby of 
the Consulate. 

The Preservation Bench will 
remain there until October 
2021, when it is hoped that it 
will !ind a home in Dubai Expo 
2020, either in one of the 
common areas or, possibly, in 
the South African pavilion. 

PRESERVATION 
BENCH GETS NEW 
HOME IN U.S. 
CONSULATE 
GENERAL DUBAI

Above left: Consul General, Philip 
Frayne and AHEC’s Regional Director, 
Rod Wiles, with the Preservation 
Bench inside the U.S. Consulate 
General, Dubai.

After some delays in getting 
the donated lumber to the !ive 
Indian furniture 
manufacturers, AHEC’s 
REMAKE project is now fully 
underway. This project asks 
the manufacturers to each 
remake three of their existing 
designs using American 
hardwoods, instead of the 
original timber species used.  

The entire project is being 
coordinated by AHEC using 
Zoom.

REMAKE PROJECT 
FINALLY 
UNDERWAY IN 
INDIA

Below: The Mera chair by Delhi & London-based Kam ce Kam is usually made from 
European ash, but is now being made using American red oak.



Despite a very di#icult year for 
business in general and for 
exports of American 
hardwoods, speci!ically, one 
market that has shown 
tremendous resilience has 
been Australia. 

As previously reported, a 
market for red oak has been 
developing in Australia over 
the past 18 months or so and 
this continued without any 
signs of abating through the 
!irst 9 months of 2020. 
Shipments of red oak lumber 
to the market reached a total 
of 2,315 cubic metres during 
the period, up by 88% as 
compared to the !irst three 
quarters of 2019. Importantly, 
this increase in demand for 
red oak has not had an impact 
on the market for American 
white oak in Australia. In fact, 
shipments of white oak also 
increased during the !irst nine 
months of this year, rising by 
4% in volume to 13,818 cubic 
metres. 

The Australian economy has, 
by and large, weathered the 
COVID pandemic remarkably 
well, emerging from a short 
recession (its !irst since the 

1980s) in the !inal months of 
the year. Nonetheless, the 
knock-on e"ects of the 
pandemic, such as high 
unemployment, will be felt for 
some time to come. 

Market commentators report 
that demand for American 
hardwoods has been good 
throughout the year and that 
this has been helped by two 
main factors. The !irst is a 
maturation of the market, 
whereby a larger number of 
smaller importers and end 
users have started to import 
U.S. hardwoods directly, rather 
than relying solely on sourcing 
them from the small number 
of larger importers. The 
second is a shift away from 
some native hardwoods - 
particularly Victorian ash - 
which have received bad 
press in recent months, 
questioning the legality and 
sustainability of harvesting. 
Sensitivity to environmental 
issues in Australia is 
particularly acute and the 
demonstrable credentials of 
U.S. hardwoods have proven 
to work strongly in their 
favour, despite a lack of 

availability of certi!ied 
volumes. 

AUSTRALIAN 
MARKET FOR U.S. 
HARDWOODS 
REMAINS 
ROBUST

Right: While exports of U.S. hardwood 
lumber to most global markets have 
shown a signi!icant downturn this 
year, demand in Australia has actually 
increased.

Below: The new !lagship Hermès store 
in Sydney features joinery and a 
central sweeping staircase in 
American ash, handcrafted by a 
Brisbane-based master boat builder.
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UPCOMING 
EVENTS & 
ACTIVITIES

DISCOVERED - AHEC’s 
First Global Initiative 
As you will have seen in the 
latest AHEC Europe Market 
Report, AHEC has teamed up 
with Wallpaper* to develop 
Discovered, a platform to 
promote and support design’s 
next generation while 
educating them about the 
bene!its of working with U.S. 
hardwoods. 20 global 
designers from 15 di"erent 
countries have been invited to 
each create a new piece 
inspired by life in a pandemic 
world, using a choice of 
American cherry, red oak and 
hard and soft maple. Their 
designs will be produced by 
four making hubs in Portugal, 
UK, Malaysia and Australia. 
The collection of !inal designs 
will be shown at the Design 
Museum in London next June.  

This project is an exciting 
development as it is AHEC’s 
!irst ever global initiative, 
involving AHEC o#ices in 
di"erent parts of the word, 
working together to promote 
these underused timbers. And 
Wallpaper* magazine is one of 
the most important 
international media platforms 
for lifestyle and design and is 
read all over the world, which 
will help amplify the 
messaging. 

The teams have been working 
intensively over the past two 
months to kick o" the project, 

together with the four 
appointed mentors 
(experienced product 
designers) who can share their 
knowledge and expertise with 
the emerging designers.  

Joined by the manufacturers 
taking part, AHEC has already 
delivered four online technical 
material workshops, in which 
designers had a chance to 
learn about the U.S. hardwood 
resource and hear from the 
manufacturers and mentors 
about their experience 
working with these materials. 
All 20 designers have also 
received a set of samples of 
the four species and are 
currently working closely with 
their mentors to develop their 
concepts, which will be 
presented at the end of next 
month.  

DELHIWOOD 2021 - 
Cancelled 
Planned for 4-7 March, the 
organisers of Delhiwood have 
o#icially cancelled the show. 
However, they have also 
announced that Mumbaiwood 
will take place in Mumbai from 
21-23 October. 

Depending on many factors, 
AHEC fully intends to 
participate in the October 
show, tying it in with factory 
visits and seminars/
networking events in one or 
two other cities. 

DUBAI WOODSHOW 
2021 - Show Remains 
Uncon!irmed 
Set for 9-11 March, the 
organisers of the annual Dubai 
Woodshow have not yet 
con!irmed whether the 
physical event will go ahead 
or whether it will be a virtual 
event, as was held this 
September. Should the event 
go ahead as planned, AHEC 
has a large space reserved at 
the show for an American 
Hardwood Pavilion. 

The probability of a physical 
event has increased in recent 
months, as some shows have 
started to be held in Dubai’s 
World Trade Centre once 
again and Dubai is open to 
travellers from overseas. 
However, the situation is 
changing constantly. AHEC 
will keep you updated. 

Above: Mumbaiwood 2019, where 
AHEC’s stand was extremely busy with 
questions from hardwood traders and 
end users.



PR HIGHLIGHTS

Left: 
Print - Timber IQ, South Africa 
Aug-Sep 2020 
2 pages on Connected project 

Right: 
Print - Leading Architecture & 
Design, South Africa 
Oct-Nov 2020 
1 page on Go Green, Muscat 

Left: 
Web - ArchitectureAU, Australia 
17 Nov 2020 
Article on Please Sit Here 
project 

Right: 
Print - IFJ, India 
Sep-Oct 2020 
2 pages on Connected project 

Left: 
Web - Arab News, Saudi Arabia 
10 Nov 2020 
Article on Please Sit Here 
project 

Right: 
Print - Wood News, India 
Sep-Oct 2020 
2 pages on Copperwood 
House, IN 


