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Outline
• Objectives and background

• Review and synthesis of existing estimates of illegal 
logging and related timber trade

• Our own estimates of illegal timber trade (scale and 
flows) using a transparent and replicable method

• Limitations and remedies

• Key messages
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Objectives
• To review existing estimates of major legal and 

illegal timber trade flows;

• To apply a transparent and replicable method for the 
assessment of illegal logging and related timber 
trade; and

• To summarize and provide new insight into the 
patterns and new developments of illegal logging 
and related timber trade.

Interlinks of legal and illegal timber markets at 
domestic, regional and global levels
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Vicious cycle among value, scarcity and 
illegality
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Financial incentives of illegal logging and related 
timber trade
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Source: Kishor and Lescuyer 2012
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Legal and illegal timber harvest in selected countries
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Source: Modified from Hoare 2015

Exports and domestic consumption of legal and informal-
chainsaw-milled timber in selected countries
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Source: Kishor and Lescuyer 2012
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Major importers of tropical roundwood
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i) Value (million USD) ii) Quantity (1,000 tonnes)

Data source: UN Comtrade Database, 2016

Change in global wood product trade patterns, 1998-2015
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Increasing role of China (CHN). The size of the circle represents trade volume

1998 2015
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Existing estimates

Methods for estimating illegal logging and 
related timber trade

12

• Trade data discrepancies

• Wood-balance analysis

• Import source analysis

• Expert survey

• Hybrid method
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Estimates on illegal logging
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Country Source of estimate
Seneca Creek 

Associates and 
WRI (2004)

World Bank 
(2006)

Hoare 
(2015a)

Nellemann 
(2012)

Bolivia 80 80
Brazil (Amazon) 20-47 20-47 > 50
Cambodia 90 90
Cameroon 50 50 65
Colombia 42 42
Democratic Republic of 
Congo > 90
Ecuador 70 70
Gabon 50-70 70
Ghana 34-60 70
Indonesia 70-80 70-80 60
Laos 45 45 80
Liberia 80
Malaysia 35 35 35
Myanmar 50 50
Papua New Guinea 70 70 70
Peru 80-90 80
Republic of the Congo 70
Russia 20-50 10-50
Thailand 40 40
Vietnam 20-40 20-40
World 15-30

Some estimates 
of illegal logging 
are quite 
consistent, but 
some estimates 
were based on 
previous ones. 

They all focus 
on commercial 
timber, but in 
different years 
with different 
methods.

Estimated percentages of illegal production and trade of primary wood 
products (in volume) at the global level 

(synthesized from Seneca Creek Associates and WRI, 2004)
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• Most of the illegal timber is consumed domestically (except for plywood).

• Illegally-produced timber is most likely to be traded internationally than 
legal timber (except for lumber).

Product

Illegal 
production 

in total 
production

Illegal trade 
in total trade

Illegal trade 
in total 

production

Illegal trade 
in illegal 

production

Legal trade 
in legal 

production
Roundwood (logs) 8 14 1 14 7

Softwood 12 1
Hardwood 17 1

Lumber 6 6 2 27 30
Softwood 2 1
Hardwood 23 5

Plywood 17 23 9 53 35
Softwood 4 1
Hardwood 30 17
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Estimates of illegal timber trade
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• The differences in the estimates are partially due to the different scopes of 

products and countries covered. 

Source of 
estimate

Volume 
(million m3)

Value 
(USD 

billion)

Products 
covered

Countries covered

Seneca 
Creek 
Associates 
and WRI 
(2004)

18 (roundwood)
6.9 (lumber)

5.2 (plywood)

5 Primary wood 
products 

(roundwood, 
lumber, and 

plywood)

Worldwide

Hoare
(2015a)

60 (roundwood 
equivalent)

17 Primary and 
secondary wood 

products 
(including 
furniture)

Imports into 10 countries 
(China, France, India, Japan, 

Netherlands,  South Korea, 
Thailand, UK, USA, and 

Vietnam) from nine tropical 
countries (Brazil, Cameroon, 

Dem. Rep. of Congo, Ghana, 
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, 

Papua New Guinea, and Rep. 
of the Congo)

Estimated exports of timber from forest conversion in tropical 
countries, 2012 (Source: Lawson, 2014a)
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• Timber from illegal forest conversion accounts for approximately 1/3 
tropical timber internationally traded.

• RWE: Roundwood equivalent.

Country Total RWE 
primary tropical 
product exports 

(million m3)

% of exports 
from forest 

conversion (main 
estimate)

Implied 
conversion 

exports RWE 
(million m3)

Malaysia 15.6 65 10.1
Indonesia 10.4 75 7.8
Papua New Guinea 3.2 30 1.0
Burma 2.6 50 1.3
Solomon Islands 2.1 15 0.3
Cameroon 1.8 5 0.1
Laos 1.6 55 0.9
Brazil 0.5 20 0.1
Gabon 1.1 10 0.1
Congo 0.9 2 0.0
Ivory Coast 0.7 4 0.0
Ghana 0.5 1 0.0
Others 3.4 14 0.5
Total 44.4 50 22.2
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Scale and flows of illegal timber trade among selected 
countries,  2013

(Source: Chatham House, 2016)
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Trends of illegal timber trade

In % of total timber trade by 
country

In volume of total timber trade by 
country
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• Percentage of illegal timber trade in some countries has 
decreased, but the magnitude persists with some fluctuations 
over time.
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Our own estimates

• Cover tropical (S. America, Congo Basin, SE 
Asia and Oceania) and non-tropical (Russia)

• Illegal logging rates were synthesized from 
existing sources.

• The import source analysis method was used to 
estimate illegal timber trade flows.

19

Global illegal trade flows of roundwood and sawnwood by source region 
and importer, 2014 (million USD)
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Source regions (exporters) Total export 
from all source 

regions Percentage 
on total 

illegal 
export from 

all source 
regions

Russian 
Federation

South 
America Congo Basin Southeast Asia Oceania 

Total export 6,328.0 682.0 1,004.9 6,082.8 978.9 15,076.6

Illegal logging rates 
(percent) 20a

Brazil: 53b; 
Colombia 
75c; Peru: 

72.5d

Cameroon: 
33e; Dem. 

Rep. of 
Congo: 87f; 
Rep. of the 

Congo: 72.5g

Cambodia: 94h; 
Laos: 87i; 

Indonesia: 30j; 
Malaysia: 18.5k; 

Myanmar: 72l

Papua 
New 

Guinea: 
70m

Total illegal 
export towards 

importers

Im
po

rt
er

s

China 619.9 78.6 302.0 1730.6 564.7 3295.7 52.1
Vietnam 0.8 18.3 748.2 767.3 12.1

India 10.2 1.4 509.3 75.5 596.5 9.4
EU 239.4 55.2 113.7 45.6 453.9 7.2

Thailand 101.4 101.4 1.6
USA 75.6 12.6 88.2 1.4

South Korea 9.4 13.0 22.4 0.4
Japan 0.7 14.4 15.1 0.2

Malaysia 12.1 12.1 0.2
Australia 1.1 1.1 0.0

Others 396.9 166.7 72.7 309.7 30.9 976.9 15.4

Total illegal export from 
source regions 1,265.6 387.1 521.4 3,471.4 685.2 6,330.8 100.0

Percentage on total 
illegal export from  all 

source regions
20.0 6.1 8.2 54.8 10.8 100.0



11

Estimated major flows of global illegal timber trade

21

Estimated flows of illegal timber trade from SE Asia

22
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Data gaps and remedies
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• Gaps:
– Basically, no common perception and definition of typologies of 

illegalities
– Very limited data on direct measurements of illegal logging and 

timber trade
– Bias when illegality is simply derived from statistical errors in 

existing production and trade statistics

• Remedies
– Complement and confirmation (or validation) among survey data, 

indirect estimates, and forest inventory (RS) data
– Collection of data on different types of illegal logging
– Big data analytics

Key messages

24

• Most of the illegal tropical hardwood timber is produced by 
the informal sector and consumed in domestic markets.

• Illegal logging and related timber trade remains persistent 
and fugitive (in terms of locations and drivers) at the global 
level, calling for broader and stronger global cooperation.

• Major producers of illegal wood: Brazil, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Russia; major importers of primary illegal 
wood products: China and India.

• Interlinks among domestic, regional, and global markets of 
legal and illegal wood products.
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Key messages (cont’d)
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• Increasing harvest and trade of timber from illegal forest 
conversion for commercial agriculture.

• Improved perception of the driving forces of deforestation 
and forest degradation: the role of the 4 ”forest-risk 
commodities”1 (beef, soybeans, palm oil, besides wood) as 
drives of illegal logging and related wood trade

1: Boucher et al., 2011; Donofrio et al., 2017; Henders et al., 2015; Rautner et al., 2013
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