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As the weeks go on, there 
remains a lack of clarity 
about when or how exactly 
quarantine measures from 
COVID-19 will come to an end. 
The timber trade has been 
affected as construction firms 
furlough employees and close 
sites, and has taken similar 
steps as a supply chain. 
However, as this Timber Trade 
Federation survey shows, our 
members are well prepared 
to reopen and support the 
recovery.

The current crisis has been unprecedented, and 
many factors which influence the market are 
beyond the control of firms.

Construction sites have shut across the country, 
with demand for wood and wood products 
following suit. With thousands of construction 
workers furloughed under the Government’s 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, and unclear 
advice around whether construction sites should 
now reopen, it has been largely left to individual 
firms to decide when it is appropriate to reopen.

While there is rightly a health first focus, it is 
important that the economy, and the construction 
industry, finds ways to safely reopen. Fortunately, 
there has been a collective effort across the industry 
to pave a way out of the crisis and find new ways of 
operating. 

Key going forward is the Site Operating Procedures 
as provided by the Construction Leadership 
Council and Public Health England, which are being 
adopted cross industry, with measures such as 
social distancing widely accepted.

Our members have responded positively, and are 
confident they can implement these measures to 
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keep their employees, customers, and the public 
safe during this ongoing health crisis.

However, there remain many challenges. While 
timber supplies are mostly at normal or above 
stock-holding levels for the time of year, other 
problems such as transport and unfair payments are 
rising up the agenda. 

When the construction industry does return, as it is 
looking to do in the coming weeks - with large firms 
such as Persimmon and Taylor Wimpey announcing 
they will reopen sites from late April - it needs to be 
in concert with the rest of the supply chain. 

The timber supply chain must be prepared, and 
we encourage all our members to continue to keep 
in close contact with their customers, who will be 
seeking assurance that when they reopen they will 
be able to source supplies.

Growth in demand is the most important factor 
which will influence when our members reopen, 
followed by advice from the Government. 
Conversations via the Confederation of Business 
Industries have made it appear unlikely that the 
Government will provide direct advice to the 
construction industry. 

The phrase currently being used is ‘freedom in a 
framework’. It will be up to the construction industry 
and all of those in the supply chain to demonstrate 
they can reopen safely. Trust which has been lost 
between businesses as a result of unfair payments 
must be restored, just as it needs to be in the wider 
economy.

This report and member survey provides a snapshot 
of where the industry is at the moment. It should 
reassure others that our members are prepared 
and well stocked to support the reopening of the 
economy. We wish everyone the best during this 
difficult period, and will continue to do all we can to 
support our members and the wider industry.

David Hopkins
CEO Timber Trade Federation

Photo credit: Mitie Headquarters, The 
Shard, Aldsworth, JJames Bond
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Fifty four member companies 
responded to this survey, 
capturing the width and 
breadth of timber traders. 
Respondents came from 
every corner of the country, 
and included many small 
to medium businesses 
with fewer than 50 staff, as 
well as large companies. 
Unsurprisingly cash flow 
was seen as one of the most 
significant impacts, with 
70% saying they have faced a 
decrease.

State of the industry

The timber industry reaches every corner of the 
UK, and this is reflected in the breadth of our 
membership and the responses we have received.

It is an important source of employment and 
income throughout the country, and a vital supply 
chain for manufacturing and construction.

Unsurpisingly, the COVID-19 crisis and quarantine 
measures have heavily affected cash flow in the 
industry. Thankfully though, as a result of the 
Government support policies, job losses are not 
widely reported, however most of the industry have 
furloughed their employees.

Around 85% of respondents had accessed the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme. While the 
vast majority said it was likely they would retain 
all employees, around 26% of these respondents 
indicated that it is likely some may lose their jobs 
when the scheme comes to an end.

More than half of respondents (55%) have sought 
to defer their tax payments with HMRC, and 45% 
have contacted their bank around accessing the 
Coronavirus Business Interruption Loans scheme.

Photo credit: St John’s Music Pavilion
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However, while this is a positive sign the timber 
supply chain does not exist in a vacuum. Transport 
remains a key concern for members, which we hope 
will resolve itself as demand picks up. 

Timber supplies are indicated to mostly be either at 
or above normal stock holding levels at this time. 
The majority of respondents are reporting no major 
shortage in any product category, with over 88% 
holding normal or above normal supplies.
 
A couple of product categories did look to have 
some challenges, namely fencing and gardening 
timbers (20% reporting shortage in this category) 
and plywood (12% reporting shortage).
 
However, this is to be expected given COVID-19 
interrupted the supply chain with China in Jan/ 
Feb for plywood, and people have been either 
furloughed or working at home in relatively good 
weather, with more time to spend doing home 
improvements. Anecdotally, members reported 
sales of decking and other garden products 
performing well throughout the lockdown period. 

As the UK is a net importer of timber, continuing 
access to suppliers in other countries is important, 
and some members have say they see this as a risk.

Photo credit: Sunrain rooms, Tonkin Liu 
Architects James Latham

As a result, the industry has seen significant falls in 
sales as compared to last year – which have been 
reduced by 33% in March and 66% in April. This will 
likely mean more businesses will need to access 
these Government backed loans. Taking on debt 
during such a crisis will always carry some risk but 
will come as a welcome relief to many.

While at the time of this survey, there were 
some concerns about the ease of access to these 
loans, we expect these may be allayed with the 
announcement of the Bounce Back scheme for 
small businesses, which includes 100% Government 
backed loans of up to £50,000.

Ability to safely reopen

The industry appears well prepared to reopen, with 
the survey backing up individual conversations 
with members on the implementation of safe Site 
Operating Procedures.

All but one respondent indicated they could reopen 
either all (70%) or part (27%) of their business under 
these guidelines. This is promising for the reopening 
of the industry under the principles put forward 
by Government with a health first approach which 
maintains the safety of employees and customers.
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needs of business during this crisis.

Of course, further down the supply chain, 
particularly in some parts of the manufacturing 
sector, implementing safe Site Operating 
Procedures may prove more difficult. It will be 
important that the industry works togeher to 
share best practice, so that it can be replicated and 
standardised as widely as possible with a defined 
set of expectations.

Final notes 

Timber traders are resilient. Many of the companies 
in our membership are over a hundred years old, 
having survived both world wars and numerous 
recessions. While this crisis poses many new 
challenges, we are confident in the ability of the 
timber supply chain to emerge strong.

It will be important that the industry coordinates 
to open at relatively similar times, and the 
Government should encourage this with clearer 
lines of support for businesses able to maintain 
safe Site Operating Procedures, and down the line 
consider giving the Coronavirus Job Retention 
Scheme more flexibility to prevent job losses by 
allowing for a partial return to work.

As the UK emerges from this crisis, we will be 
calling on the Government to inject stimulus into 
sustainable construction, with timber a key part of 
an emergent green economy. By working together 
and maintaining clear lines of communication, we 
are confident of the ability of the timber supply 
chain to weather the crisis.

The Timber Trade Federation is working closely with 
our stakeholders both in the UK and internationally 
via CEI Bois, Swedish Wood, AHEC and others to 
ensure clear lines of communication remain intact, 
and that wood and wood products can smoothly 
enter the country and construction sites.

We are also working across the UK timber supply 
chain with other members of the Confederation of 
Timber Industries to better understand where any 
potential issues might exist, and how we can work 
together to resolve them. 

Looking to the road ahead

The COVID-19 crisis is unprecedented, and offers 
very little control to businesses. Opening up the 
timber trade is largely dependent upon demand. 
It is promising this will begin to grow again in the 
coming weeks as more sites reopen.

With the construction supply chain long and 
complex, it could be impacted at a number of 
stages, as this crisis is global. However, there are a 
few points to be optimistic about. 

One positive is that when demand picks up, given 
the indications provided by our members of their 
current supply positions, the timber industry is well 
resourced to satisfy construction sites. 

Supply should remain relatively secure as both the 
UK and international forestry sector are considered 
key workers. Unlike many others they have a greater 
ability to implement social distancing and other 
safety measures. 

The Government has also pledged their support to 
businesses to see them through the crisis, and while 
there has not been clear direction about reopening, 
they have proven to be relatively responsive to the 



Disclaimer: This report is only meant as a snapshot of the 
industry, and should not be taken as representative of all 
timber traders, or indeed all members of the Timber Trade 
Federation.

Timber Trade Federation

As a membership body, we have been supporting timber 
traders for over 125 years. The industry is now worth more 
than £10bn, employing more than 100,000 people across 
the supply chain, and is of rising importance as climate 
change become a defining feature for the government, 
regulators and customers. 

Buying from a TTF member means buying timber you can 
trust.

a: The Building Centre, 26 Store Street, London, WC1E 7BT
p: 020 3205 0067
e: ttf@ttf.co.uk


