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As we near the end of a turbulent year for
the timber industry, the supply, demand,
movement, price and importance of wood
has entered the public consciousness in
ways it never has before.
For the first six months of the year when
people thought of supply chain woes timber
may have come front of mind. However,
this thought has been overtaken in recent
months by the likes of fuel and HGV drivers
- and indeed other areas of the construction
materials market. Domestic producers of
energy-intensive goods are set for a difficult
winter with a energy crisis which, while
global, is being felt sharply in the UK.
We believe many of these issues are likely to
be ongoing. The shortage of HGV drivers in
particular will impact the timber supply chain,
as while there may now be enough timber in
the UK to meet demand, it does little good
to anyone when there is no one to transport
stock from ports to warehouses or customers.
Despite this series of crises we can be hopeful
for the future of timber. COP26 will bring
intense attention to how we build, and the
materials we build with, and we are set to
have a major presence as we launch two
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manifestos with our global partners on how
timber can revolutionise construction and
preserve global forests.
On a domestic front there is also exciting
change as we combine the membership
of the Timber Trade Federation and TRADA
to bring together over 1500 members and
create an organisation which represents the
entire timber supply chain - from sawmill to
specifier - with Timber Development UK. TDUK
will allow us to work as one supply chain to
engage key stakeholders with one vision, and
a more powerful voice. We are extraordinarily
excited for the future of timber, and what the
new year will bring.
This will be our last Market Statement for
2021 - we trust you will enjoy the insights it
contains. We wish you all the best for these
final months of the year.

Nick Boulton
Head of Technical and Trade
Timber Trade Federation
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KEY INSIGHTS
•

The volume of timber imported by the UK between January and July is nearly two million m3
above the same period in 2020, and in total exceeds seven million m3.

•

When comparing these volumes with the same period in 2019, which was our last ‘regular year’,
we find imports are around 8% higher in 2021. This amounts to an additional half a million m3.

•

This record level of imports is of course a reflection of demand for timber products, with a strong
RM&I sector and a resurgent private housing market having kept supply on allocation.

•

Timber prices, and structural softwood in particular, experienced rapid increases over the course
of 2021. The average price of sawn and planed softwood in May, June and July rose by 55%, 65%
and 88% respectively over their corresponding months in 2020.

•

After a year of record production and nine months of near record structural softwood imports it is
highly likely the UK is at a point where there is sufficient volume of wood at UK ports and in the UK
wood supply chain to satisfy construction demand.

•

With Q3 now behind us, which we viewed as a real pressure point this year between supply and
demand for timber products, we expect that over the coming months we will find there is greater
stability within the UK market.

•

However, there are some ongoing risks to the stability of the UK market posed by the shortage
of HGV drivers, and in fuel and labour. This means keeping up strong communication between
suppliers and timber buyers will be important.

•

Overall we are confident the timber industry can continue to rise to meet the growing demand for
sustainable, low-carbon construction materials we are seeing in the market.
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SUPPLY
Volume of timber imported in 2021
increases significantly
More than seven million m3 of timber and
panel products were imported by the UK
between January and July 2021. This is;
•
•

Two million m3 more than the same period
in 2020, an increase of 40%.
Half a million m3 higher than the same
period in 2019, an increase of 8%.

An average of one million m3 of timber and
panel products are being imported into the
UK per month in 2021
Following July 2021, there have now been four
months since the beginning of the year where
the total volume of timber and panel products
imported have exceeded one million m3.
As a result, the average volume of timber and
panel products entering the UK now exceeds
one million m3 per month.
Prior to the current wave of high import
volumes – which began in the latter half of
2020 – breaking one million m3 had been
a relatively rare occasion. In the four years
before October 2020 this barrier had been
broken just once – in January 2019 as a result
of Brexit stockpiling.
If demand continues to be sustained into
2022 the one million m3 milestone may
become the new average monthly volume
for timber imports. Of course, this pattern
will only be maintained as long as demand is
sustained.
The dip in timber imports seen at the start of
the pandemic has been recovered more than
twice over in the past 12 months.
The most impactful period of the pandemic
for timber imports was between April and
August 2020. During this period the total
volume of timber and panel products was
around 0.8 million m3 lower than the average
volume seen across these months as taken
from the four years preceding the pandemic.
However, since September 2020 timber and
panel product imports have exceeded the
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average monthly volume seen before the
pandemic by a significant margin.
Over this period an additional 1.6 million m3
of timber and panel products have been
imported over the average monthly volume
preceding the pandemic. Therefore, any dip in
supply from pandemic restrictions has been
recovered twice over.

Core import categories
Softwoods: Import volumes increase by 43.6%
when comparing January to July 2021 with the
same period in 2020. Sweden, Finland, Latvia
and Germany have all increased exports to
the UK in the first seven months of 2021.
Softwood values have also continued to
climb, standing at £1.3 billion in July 2021.
Hardwoods: Import volumes increased
by 26%, when comparing January to July
2021 with the same period in 2020. Europe
continues to dominate hardwood supply to
the UK, growing twice the rate of other world
regions. Imported hardwoods have increased
in value in the seven months to July 2021,
standing at 22% over the same period in 2020.
Plywoods: Imports have decreased by 3.4%
when comparing January to July 2021 with the
same period in 2020. Volumes from Brazil are
down 21% in the seven months to July 2021,
while volumes from China and Finland have
increased. The value of all plywood imports
have increased by 26%.

Risks to supply
A chronic shortage of HGV drivers in recent
months is quickly becoming the primary
constraint on the sector. An ageing workforce,
driver emigration and a shortage in new
licenses and training has led to expensive
transport costs and delayed deliveries. This
has also contributed towards fuel shortages
throughout the UK.
Brexit-related issues, including logistics, will
continue to play a part in supply problems
while difficulties with due diligence paperwork
and new plant health requirements, plus
the situation with movements to and from
Northern Ireland continues unabated.

More than seven million m3 of timber and panel products were imported into the UK
between January and July 2021. This is nearly two million m3 above than the same period
in 2022, and around 0.5 million m3 more than this period in 2019 - an 8% increase.
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DEMAND
Demand for timber surges as
construction activity rebounds
Demand for timber and panel products
has been strong throughout the first three
quarters of 2021, after a significant rebound
from Q2 2020.
However, there are now indications that
growth in the construction market is being
severely constrained by material and labour
shortages. This includes from:
•

•

•

ONS Construction Output (August 2021),
which found monthly construction output
fell by 0.2% in August 2021, and while 10%
up on August 2020, it remains 2.3% below
its pre-coronavirus pandemic August 2019
level. This marks a second consecutive
slowdown in activity, following on from
July 2021, with shortages reportedly
taking affect across most key markets.
Bank of England Summary of Business
Conditions, which reported that while
construction activity in 2021 Q3 is above
pre-pandemic levels, the industry growth
is being curtailed by supply-chain issues
that affect the availability of materials and,
to a lesser extent, by labour shortages.
The IHS Markit/CIPS UK Construction
Purchasing Managers Index (PMI), which
has fallen to an eight month low of 52.6
in September 2021. In June 2021 the PMI
peaked at 66.3 which reflected the fastest
expansion of overall construction activity
in 24 years. SInce then, the most recent
survey saw 78% of respondents reporting
a rise in input prices.

Performance of key construction
markets in Q2 2021
Private housing: There were 42,900 house
building starts (seasonally adjusted) in
England in Q2 2021, a 5% decrease on the
previous quarter, while housing completions
totalled 43,660, a 10% decrease on the
previous quarter. Despite this slowdown, both
housing starts and completions were double
those of the lockdown low of Q2 2021. It is
yet to be seen whether this trend held for Q3
2021.
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Repair, maintenance and improvement
(RM&I): The growth of the private RM&I
market over the course of the pandemic has
been largely responsible for the growth in
demand for timber products in 2021, with
more people demanding improved outdoor
and homeworking spaces. A good proxy
measurement for this market comes from
the Builders Merchant Building Index, where
timber and joinery sales were up by 67.7% in
the year to July 2021 as compared to 2020,
and up by +31.4% on this period in 2019.

Future trends
The CPA Construction Industry Forecasts
- Summer 2021, released in July 2021,
predicted construction output will grow by
13.7% in 2021, and 6.3% in 2022, with:
•
•

Private housing starts expected to rise by
24% in 2021 and 10% in 2022, and
Private housing RM&I expected to grow by
16% in 2021 and 3% in 2022.

Across the construction sector, and within
this forecast, Q2/Q3 2021 has long been
viewed as a pressure point. This appears to
have been borne out in the latest figures
as overall project starts saw a slowdown in
these quarters after a resurgent first quarter.
However, shortages of fuel and HGV driver
may have exacerbated some of these trends.
Despite these figures, analysts seem to
remain optimistic about the state of the
construction industry. Most industry analysts
have indicated that growth will continue at a
steadier, more modest rate, even as ‘regular’
consumer spending patterns return and
government support lapses with the end of
the furlough scheme and Stamp Duty relief.
The Glenigan Construction Review
September 2021 shows the industry is overall
continuing to perform well, with the value of
planning approvals, main contract awards and
project starts all higher than 2019.
Within the next CPA forecast, to be released
at the end of October 2021, observers will
looking to see whether material and labour
shortages will cause any kind of downgrade
on their previous predictions for 2022.

PRICE
Price of timber in the UK increases
rapidly in 2021
Timber prices, and structural softwood in
particular, experienced rapid increases over
the course of 2021. The average price of sawn
and planed softwood in May, June and July
rose by 55%, 65% and 88% respectively over
their corresponding months of 2020.
Why has the price of structural softwood
increased?
As with any other product, fundamentally the
price of softwood is the result of the balance
between supply and demand.
Globally construction has followed a similar
pattern, and in many countries, as with the
UK, there have been booming RM&I and
resurgent private housing markets. These
trends have been supported by an increase
in household savings, shifts in consumer
spending, and government policies to ‘build
back better’.
Structural softwood is a globally traded
product. With increased demand from
importer countries, and the slowdown in
production which occurred in many producer
countries in the first months of the pandemic,
this meant greater competition for the
available wood resource, which ultimately
lead to price increases.
Within the UK, where two-thirds of structural
softwoods are imported, and where import
volumes dipped considerably in Q2 2020
when lockdowns were first imposed, supply
has been unable to catch up with the sharp
rise in demand which began in Q3 2020. This
is despite the significant increase in supply
which has occurred over this time period, as
detailed earlier in this report.
Are these price rises likely to continue for
structural softwood?
Structural softwood is an important material
for many construction activities, and as
such these price rises have commanded
considerable attention in the media. However,
as discussed in the previous market statement
from July 2021 with the CTI and Swedish
Wood, this situation is likely to be temporary:

‘While prices have risen and fallen over the
last 13 years, the prices we are currently
seeing are far outside the bounds of normal
levels over the past year. This would strongly
suggest that once other factors start to return
to more usual levels including a reduction
fromthe very high levels of global demand,
and the reestablishment of reasonable unsold
stocks on the ground in the UK, then a price
correction is likely to follow.’
It should be noted that while the price of
other product categories increased, in terms
of the various hardwood or panel products
available in the UK, they have done so at a far
slower rate than softwood.
Has the supply of structural softwood caught
up with demand?
After nearly a year of record production
structural softwood imports it is highly likely
the UK is at a point where there is sufficient
volume of wood at UK ports and in the UK
wood supply chain to satisfy construction
demand. This should encourage greater
stability in the market. However, shortages
of HGV drivers, fuel, and labour, as well as
port congestion, may continue to impede
the market - issues which are being felt right
across the construction sector.

Logistics set to remain a major
obstacle into 2022
It has been estimated by the Road Haulage
Association that there is a shortage of more
than 100,000 qualified drivers in the UK, and
the workforce remains under pressure from
both an ageing workforce and Brexit, which
has lead to an exodus of skilled EU workers.
While there have been some efforts made by
the Government to stem the supply chain
crisis, including 5000 emergency visas for
HGV drivers, with just 20 visas issued as of
14 September 2021, visas which are due to
expire in February 2022, this will do little to
ease current logistics concerns.
Domestic logistics woes are mirrored within
international shipping where the price of a
40ft container from China to Northern Europe
has increased to more than £14,000 from
£1,500 less than a year ago - a 900% increase.
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This report was created by the Timber Trade Federation.
The Timber Trade Federation (TTF) is the UK’s foremost membership body
for the timber supply chain. Our members constitute timber importers,
merchants, agents and manufacturers and account for around two-thirds of
the £10 billion UK timber industry.
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a: The Building Centre, 26 Store Street, London, WC1E 7BT
p: 020 3205 0067
e: ttf@ttf.co.uk
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