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Introduction

Over the centuries trees have provided the basic material used for the construction of shelter for
society.

This module will look at the classification, uses and characteristics of timber and its importance to
the modern building and construction industry.
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Timber Use in New Zealand

Timber used for construction in New Zealand falls into three categories.

i Exotic species;
i Native species; and
i Imported species.

Exotic Species
Exotic is the term used to define trees from another country which are now grown in New Zealand
for commercial purposes.

Softwoods

Radiata Pine (Pinus Radiata)

Originally a native of California USA, this timber is now the principal exotic timber commercially
grown in New Zealand. Extensive plantations cover large areas of both the North and South
Islands.

The timber is lightly coloured with an even texture and with very little heartwood. Natural durability
is low, but the timber is easily treated to resist both fungal decay and insect infestation. It is
moderately strong and has excellent gluing, nailing and machining properties.

Douglas Fir (Oregon)

Douglas Fir accounts for 5% of the annual production of sawn timber in New Zealand. It has a high
proportion of heartwood, which is pinkish brown, and has a marked alternation of high and low
density in the annual rings. Douglas Fir is mostly used for structural applications because it is
moderately strong and does not need to be treated for use as house framing. As Douglas Fir is
difficult to treat with preservatives, it is often unsuitable for other applications or uses.

Cypress

This group includes Macrocarpa and Lawson’s Cypress. These species have similar wood
properties characterised by an attractive grain, a medium to low density, natural durability and
excellent stability. The wood is highly suitable for interior and exterior joinery, weatherboards and
boat building. It also suits general construction uses and is slightly stronger than Radiata Pine. The
dry wood is, however, prone to splitting when nailed.

Other Softwoods

Other softwoods are available in small quantities, but are generally only used for specialist
decorative applications where high toughness or small knot size is important.
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Hardwoods

There are several species of Eucalyptus which have been planted widely in New Zealand. They are
mostly medium to high density, with a red or brown heartwood. They are often used for panelling,
furniture, flooring and joinery, but can be used for general structural uses. They are stronger than
Radiata Pine, but can be difficult to dry in large sizes. Locally grown European and American
hardwood species are also available in small quantities for specialist uses.

Native Species (Indigenous)

These are trees which originated in New Zealand — so are native to this country. They are not
readily available now because of the relatively slow growth rate. Felling of native species is also
restricted, and monitored closely. There is a thriving furniture industry centred on recycled native
timbers, especially Rimu, Kauri and Matai. Because of their high demand and limited availability,
native timber is generally very expensive.

Native Softwoods

Rimu

Rimu (sometimes called Red Pine) was used extensively in construction until logging restrictions
significantly reduced the availability to the industry. Grown throughout the country it is the principal
indigenous timber of New Zealand. The heartwood is an attractive yellowish brown, highly
coloured, fine grained, moderately durable (although the sapwood is susceptible to insect attack),
even-textured medium-density timber. Rimu is now used principally for furniture manufacture.

Kahikatea (White Pine)

Kahikatea is yellowish to white timber, clean, straight and close grained which is easily worked.
This timber is often used for joinery, moulding, veneer and boat building and is still available in
small quantities.

Matai (Black Pine}

Matai is straw yellow in colour and is a hard timber. Its heartwood is moderately durable, but its
sapwood is not as durable and is prone to borer attack. While the timber is strong, it also splits
easily. This timber is used in flooring, window and door sills and exterior joinery. Its availability is
very limited, but some recycled timber may be obtainable.

Totara
Totara is reddish brown and straight grained. It is easily worked, but brittle when dry. It is both
durable and stable. This timber is used in boat building, joinery, roofing shingles and for carving.

Kauri

Kauri is light brown with light speckle. It is straight grained, easily worked, moderately durable and
very stable. Due to limited availability, this timber is restricted to use in furniture, boat building,
joinery and panelling.
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Native Hardwoods

These include Red Beech, Silver Beech and Tawa. They are available in small quantities in
particular areas. Because they are harder and more dense than Radiata Pine, they are more
preferable for use in furniture, panelling or manufactured items.

Red Beech

Red Beech has a light brown to grey sapwood and a light red or brown heartwood. It is straight
grained, easy to work, durable and very stable once dry. Red Beech can corrode sheet and
galvanised steel over a period of time when in direct contact. This timber is used in furniture,
joinery, panelling, veneers, boat building and wharf decking.

Silver Beech
Silver beech has a pinkish-brown heartwood. It is straight grained, easily worked, moderately
durable and reasonably stable. This timber is used in furniture, joinery, panelling and boat building.

Tawa

Tawa has a white to pale brown heartwood. It is straight grained, and is excellent to work with —
although it is not as durable as other timber and should be stored carefully. It is used in furniture,
turning and veneers.

Imported Timber
Imported timber is timber that has been grown in another country and brought into New Zealand —

usually in a finished state.

Species such as Kwila, Mahogany, Redwood and Western Red Cedar are examples of timbers
imported for decorative or specialist uses.
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Timber Resource Sustainability

Sustainability

The word “sustainable” refers to a system that can be kept in its current state (in this case, a
forestry system). Timber sustainability is about producing the timber we need, without reducing
the world's forest resources.

Less forest in the world is not only bad for the many plants and animals that become displaced
when forests are cleared, it also reduces the planet’s ability to process carbon in the atmosphere.
Put very simply, trees take in the (bad) carbon and give off (good) oxygen. The destruction of large
areas of forest is believed to be a contributing factor in climate change and global warming. Just
because we live in “clean, green” New Zealand, it does not mean we can ignore damage done to
the planet through the destruction of forests. We have a legal and moral obligation to only use
sustainable timber resources.

Definitions
Term Meaning
Sustainable A sustainable timber resource (plantation or forest) is one that has been planted by people, and
timber once harvested will be replanted.
resources OR
A natural forest that is managed sustainably under appropriate authority (e.g. in New Zealand
under an approved and registered Sustainable Forest Management [SFM] Plan or Permit).
We should only use sustainable timber resources.
Unsustainable An unsustainable timber resource is a natural forest that is harvested faster than it can grow
timber and is not regenerated or, if necessary, replanted.
resources We should not use unsustainable timber resources.
Renewable Timber is a renewable resource because we can plant more trees to replace the ones cut
timber down. However, just because we ¢an renew the resource — it does not mean the people
resources cutting down the trees actually replant.
Just because it says it is renewable, it does not mean the resource is being renewed.
Sustainably Many loggers claim that that their cutting of selected trees within old native forests is
managed “sustainably managed logging”. If the forest is not replacing itself OR there is no active
resources replanting, this activity isn't sustainable. In New Zealand, many native species regenerate quite
satisfactorily and don't generally require replanting. Beech regenerates readily and other
species like rimu and tawa with the right combination of light, protection and access to mineral
soil.
So-called “sustainably managed” timber resources may not really be sustainable.
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New Zealand Native Timbers

It is by no means a given that new New Zealand native timber is the product of illegal or
unsustainable harvesting. There are approximately 100,000 hectares of indigenous forest in New
Zealand subject to approved sustainable forestry management (SFM) plans and permits.

NZ beech species (red, silver, hard and black beech), rimu, matai, kahikatea, totara, rewarewa,
hinau, tawa and a number of other indigenous species from New Zealand private indigenous
forests may be used with confidence if they are from forests subject to SFM Plans and Permits.
The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) approves these harvests and monitors forest
management activity. Where necessary, MAF enforces the requirements of the Forests Act that
governs the harvesting of indigenous timber from private forests.

The only New Zealand native timber that is not commonly harvested any longer is kauri — for which
availability is pretty much limited now to swamp or recycled.

Sustainable Timber Resources
The timbers listed below are on the whole grown using sustainable forestry practices and can be
purchased and used legally and with good conscience within New Zealand:

Australian blackwood, chestnut, douglas fir, elm, eucalyptus species, larch, lawson
cypress, macrocarpa, oak, poplar, radiata pine, redwood, spruce, sycamore, walnut,
western red cedar.

Possible Unsustainable Timber Resources

The timbers listed below are imported for use in New Zealand. While it would be nice to think that
they are grown using sustainable forestry practices, many are often a result of ‘illegal logging’ and
should therefore be avoided. It is recommended that when purchasing these timbers for use, you
ask the supplier to provide documentation that verifies the timber has been produced legally.

a'asa, African mahogany, Agathis species, asi-toa, amoora, aucomea, balau, bauvadi,
blackbutt, blackwood, ironbark, calophyllum species, castanopsis, cedar (pencil), chengal,
chlorophora, damanu, Dacrydium, decussocarpus, dipterocarpus, dryanobalanops, dyera,
pometia, endospermum, entrandrophragma, Fiji kauri, gonystylus species, homalium,
hopea species, giam, Intsia species, iroko, ironbark, jarrah, jelutong, kalantas, kapur, karri,
kaudamu, kauvula, kempas, keruing, khaya, koilo, koompassia, kwila, lauan, lithocarpus,
mahogany, malas, meranti, merbau, milicia, narra, nemesu, neobalanocarpus, New
Guinea oak, nyatoh, obeche, odum, okoume, oregon, palagium, pencil cedar,
pterocarpus, ramin, red cedar, red seraya, rosawa, rosewood, sapele, salu salu, sapele,
Shorea species, sipo, spotted gum, syncarpa, syzgium, Tasmanian oak, taun, teak,
tectona, Toona species, triplochiton, turpentine, vesi, Vitex, watergum, yaka, yasiyasi.
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MAF Responsible Buying Guide
The five tips below are provided by (MAF):

1. Buy New Zealand timber or wood products. New Zealand timber is harvested and
processed according to well-enforced environmental laws. Therefore, New Zealand
consumers can generally assume that products produced from New Zealand forests are
legal and sustainable.

2. Check to see if the timber or wood product carries documentation that verifies compliance
with a reputable forestry management standard or certification scheme.

3. Buy timber or wood products that are made from recycled or used product.

4. Ask the supplier where the wood has come from. Do they know if it has been legally
produced, harvested and traded? What supporting evidence can they produce?
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