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According to the World Resources Institute, 46% of the
world’s old growth forests have now been destroyed.
Despite this deforestation continues apace, and in
tropical countries natural forest loss accounted for 16
million hectares in 1999 (World Resources Institute,
2000).

There are a number of causes for the continued
destruction of the world’s forests but there is clear
evidence that the tropical timber trade is one of the
biggest threats to biodiversity-rich old growth forest
(Bad Harvest, Dudley et al, 1995). This destruction has
been caused by highly unsustainable logging practices,
aproblemclosely linked to high levels of corruption and
illegal logging. Taking action to reduce the level of
illegal logging is a prerequisite for establishing a
sustainable timber industry in producer countries.

Many countries which consume tropical timber,
including those in Europe, use large quantities of illegal
tropical timber. As a result, they directly undermine the
efforts of tropical producer countries to conserve their
forests, robbing these developing countries of avaluable
economic and ecological resource. These consumer
countries have been able to get away with importing
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illegal tropical timber because the current nature of the
trade makes it almost impossible to identify illegal
timber on arrival in the consumer market. As the law
currently stands, even if illegally-sourced timber is
identified, it is not necessarily illegal to import it.

The illegal nature of the trade makes it impossible to
estimate the exact percentage of illegal tropical timber
imported by any particular country. Nevertheless, by
comparing the illegal level of logging in five of the main
producer countries with the total amount of tropical
timber coming into the European Union it is possible to
assess approximately how much of this timber may be
illegal. We do not pretend that the tables in this briefing
are precise. But they are as reasonable as possible given
the data that is publicly available. At the very least they
indicate the scale of the problem facing the European
Union.

This briefing, which uses 1999 trade flow data, ranks the
eight principal tropical timber importing countries of the
EU according to the roundwood equivalent (RWE)
volume of their imports of illegal tropical timber (i.e.
the total volume of wood cut down to produce a
product). It does not include imports of wooden



