
WOOD
 

DESCRIPTION: Forest products manufactured into consumer goods, including hardwood and softwood 
timber, processed timber board, rapidly renewable forest products such as bamboo. 

GLOBAL PRODUCTION/DISPOSAL: In 2012, the EU28 generated 52.9 million tonnes of wood waste (out of 
a total waste production of 2,309 million tonnes)1. In the United States, an estimated 55.2 million tonnes of 
wood waste is generated each year. Of this, 14.2 million tonnes per year is from municipal solid waste, and 
the remainder from construction and demolition. More than half of this is recoverable, but not recovered2.

COMMON SOURCES: Furniture (desks, shelves); packaging (pallets, wooden containers, crates, boxes); 
construction and demolition (carpentry, flooring, timber beams, scaffolding); garden wood (fencing, decking). 

IMPACTS IF NOT MANAGED CORRECTLY: Although wood is a renewable resource, some species take a 
long time to grow. Timber use must be at a sustainable rate to preserve forest resources. Wooden products 
sourced from unsustainably managed forests contribute to deforestation. When wood decomposes it emits 
a mixture of carbon dioxide (CO2) and methane3.

OPTIONS FOR REDUCING: Properly maintain wooden objects and structural components – e.g. keep joints 
and cracks sealed. Choose products made of salvaged lumber or certified wood preferably from domestic 
forests, or purchase second hand timber products, such as furniture. 

OPTIONS FOR REUSING: Sort wood waste on site and protect solid untreated wood that can be sold or 
reused onsite. When wood waste is clean (i.e. containing minor amounts of paint and surface coating) it 
can be reused for furniture or reassembled into wood-based panels (e.g. plywood, particleboard), pallets 
and shipping boxes for packaging and construction4. Wood boards can also be reused for porous or sealed 
surface applications in the horticultural sector (e.g. mulches) and for pathways and playgrounds.

OPTIONS FOR RECYCLING: When waste wood contains paints, coatings, glues, rubber, plastics, metal 
fixings or other materials it is widely possible to chip it and recycle it5. The most common application is in 
the energy sector; wood is transformed into pellets or briquettes and used as feedstock for biomass-fuelled 
facilities for energy and/or heat generation6. Wood waste can also be recycled into papermaking pulp. Clean 
unpainted and untreated wood waste can also be turned into sawdust for animal bedding7. At smaller scale, 
unpainted and untreated wood8 can be used in wood-burning stoves, which are a primary energy source in 
many developing countries. Alternatively wood can be incinerated with energy recovery. It is important to 
verify that incineration facilities hold the necessary permits and environmental licences to burn wood waste 
as combustion smoke and ash may cause respiratory diseases when not appropriately filtered9. 

OTHER OPTIONS (LAST RESORT): Where adequate facilities and infrastructure are not available, waste 
wood may be incinerated without energy recovery in an enclosed furnace. Open burning should always be 
avoided due to health concerns. The least preferred option is to dispose of waste wood in a landfill. 

A small portion of wood waste (approx. 5%)10 is harmful as it is treated with hazardous substances such as 
copper, chrome, arsenic or other chemicals (e.g. for preservation treatments) or coated with plastic-based 
materials such as laminate. In these cases, reuse and open air burning should absolutely be avoided and 
waste should be processed at specialized facilities11. Treated wood waste may be considered a hazardous 
waste and subject to legal restrictions (e.g. export to other countries for treatment). 



OTHER COMMENTS: Always use legally traded timber in line with the requirements of the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES12). Where possible, choose fast-growing and rapidly 
renewable timbers such as bamboo or soft-woods such as pine, in preference to generally slower-growing 
hardwoods. Look for certifications such as Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC), the Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative (SFI) or Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC).
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FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE VISIT WWW.GREENINGTHEBLUE.ORG/WASTE-MANAGEMENT
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