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“Rosewood” is a trade term for a wide 
range of tropical hardwoods, not a 
botanical category. It appears that 
illegal rosewood and other tropical 
hardwood timber is entering some 
legal industry supply chains, includ-
ing the international wood furniture 
trade. Demand for tropical hardwood 
timber has grown greatly in the last 
two decades, and where trade asso-
ciated with this demand is not well 
regulated, it can be incompatible 
with the survival of these species and 
the forests that contain them. Both 
local and international controls have 
been gradually put in place to counter 
over-exploitation, yet key operators 
constantly adapt their tactics to cir-
cumvent these controls.

In order to understand the illegal 
trade in rosewood and associated 
fraudulent practices, it is important 
to understand the legal market and 
value chain. The following description 
of legal trade does not imply that all 
this trade is illegal. Global imports 
of tropical hardwood logs totalled 18 
million cubic meters in 2018, valued 
at over three billion US dollars.1 Some 
82 per cent of the value of this import 
demand came from industries based 
in China, which currently lead the 
world in furniture manufacture.2  
Up to one-fifth of these imports 
include timber species described as 

“rosewood”.3

ROSEWOOD TIMBER

Map 1 Trafficking flow map - Rosewood (2015-2018) *

Source: UNODC World WISE Database    *The year 2018 is based on partial data.
The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
A dispute exists between the Governments of Argentina and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland concerning sovereignty over the Falkland Islands (Malvinas).

Sources: World WISE Database.

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 
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Because there is no universal defi-
nition of “rosewood”, there are no 
global statistics on the rosewood 
market – in most national systems, 
and imports are typically registered 
as tropical hardwood “not elsewhere 
specified”. While traditional rose-
woods have many uses,4 as a practical 
matter today most of the trade refers 
to tropical hardwoods suitable for 
making traditional furniture in the 
Asian style, typically referred to as 
hongmu.5 Most of these rosewood spe-
cies used for hongmu come from the 

Traditionally, hongmu furniture was 
constructed from species found in 
countries of Eastern and Southern 
Asia. Economic and population 
growth in the region led to greater 
demand for these products relative to 
the natural supply. Over time, Asian 
species of rosewood became over-
exploited.8 This pushed rosewood 
traders to look farther afield for sup-
plies of Dalbergia and Pterocarpus 
species, to places where the species 
were not yet protected by national 
or international legislation. 

Over the last decade, the share of total 
rosewood imports to China coming 
from Africa has steadily increased 
(Figure 2), with a portion of this 
share suspected to have been illegally 
sourced in or exported from Africa. 
As this demand has grown, many 
source countries have taken measures 
to ensure their exports are sustainable, 
including restrictions on harvesting or 
exporting rosewood species and bans 
on log exports (roundwood export 
bans). There is evidence to suggest 
that in some countries illegal trade 
emerged circumventing these con-
trols.9 The international community 
has also intervened and placed many 
species under CITES control. Among 
the most notable include the listing of 
Dalbergia nigra on Appendix I in 1992, 
the listing of Pterocarpus santalinus on 
Appendix II in 2007, and the listing 

Dalbergia and Pterocarpus genera,6 but 
a growing number of species, includ-
ing those from other genera, appear to 
have become integrated into the trade. 
In the past, CITES Parties have 
acknowledged that “rosewood timber 
species” is a common commercial 
name that encompasses hundreds of 
species within around nine genera of 
tree species in trade.7 Table 1 shows 
rosewood species currently listed in 
CITES Appendices. 

Table 1  CITES listed tree-species in international trade under the name “rosewood”

APPENDIX TAXA
DATE OF ORIGINAL LISTING  

IN THE APPENDICES
DATE OF LAST AMENDMENT  

TO THE LISTING

I Dalbergia nigra 11.06.92 N/A

II 

Dalbergia spp. #15 (except for  
the species listed in Appendix I) 12.06.13 26.11.19

Guibourtia demeusei #15 02.01.17 26.11.19
Guibourtia pellegriniana #15 02.01.17 26.11.19
Guibourtia tessmannii #15 02.01.17 26.11.19
Paubrasilia echinata #10 13.09.07 N/A
Platymiscium parviflorum #4 01.07.75 26.11.19
Pterocarpus erinaceus 09.05.16 02.01.17
Pterocarpus santalinus #7 16.02.95 13.09.07
Pterocarpus tinctorius #6 26.11.19 N/A
Senna meridionalis 12.06.13 N/A

Fig. 2 Share of the volume of rosewood log imports to China  
by regional source, 2008-2018

Source: World Trade Atlas
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The CITES Appendix II listing 
of Pterocarpus erinaceus in 201718 
required all exporting countries to cer-
tify that the trade was legal in origin 
and would not negatively impact  
the survival of the species. Accord-
ing to CITES trade data,19 CITES  
Parties reported importing over 
825,000 cubic metres of kosso logs in 
2017. This is equivalent to about four 
million trees.20 Based on these data, 
Nigeria was the exporter of 58 per 
cent of the volume that year (Figure 3). 
Some 99 per cent of the CITES 
reported kosso exports in 2017 were 
imported by China.21

Another way to look at this flow is 
through trade data based on the Har-
monised System (HS). Based on these 
data, it is estimated that Asian coun-
tries imported about 1.4 million cubic 
metres of rosewood (presumably 
kosso) from West African countries 
in 2017, of which 58 per cent came 
from Nigeria. This represents the larg-
est volume of kosso ever imported and 
an increase of over one-third for Nige-
ria over the previous year (Figure 5). 
In the previous World Wildlife Crime 
Report, the flow of kosso from West 
Africa to Asia was described as ille-
gally sourced, since most of the source 
countries had imposed domestic laws 
on harvest or export that were vio-
lated when the product was exported 
in contravention of those laws. In 
2017, some of this flow was accom-
panied by CITES certificates, despite 
the fact that in some countries these 
laws were still in place. For example, 
these included a timber export ban 
in Nigeria.22 The volume of the trade 
was so large that it prompted a mis-
sion by the CITES Secretariat to visit 
Nigeria in May 2018, to evaluate the 
basis for these permits.

The mission found that the timber 
might have been obtained in accord-
ance with national law but it was not 
in accordance with the Convention. 
The CITES Secretariat pointed to the 
absence of recent scientific studies to 
estimate the level of sustainable har-
vest that could be authorized. In other 

of all Dalbergia species of Madagas-
car in 2013. Due to the difficulties of 
distinguishing Dalbergia species, the 
entire genus was listed in 2016, with 
the listing taking effect in 2017.10

Up until 2013, one of the more prom-
inent non-Asian sources for rosewood 
was Madagascar, where at least 48 spe-
cies of Dalbergia are known to occur 
(of which 47 are endemic).11 Since 
the 1980s, recognizing that it is losing 
its unique wild areas at a rapid pace, 
Madagascar has implemented a series 
of export bans and logging prohibi-
tions that were later suspended or 
rescinded.12 After the CITES listing 
in 2013,13 there followed a series 
of seizures enforcing these controls, 
including the 2014 seizure of 3,000 
tons of Malagasy rosewood by Singa-
pore. A recommendation to suspend 
trade in species of Dalbergia from 
Madagascar was made by the CITES 
Standing Committee in 2016 and 
remains in place.14 

The last WWCR focused on another 
part of the continent: West Africa. 
From around 2011, great volumes 
of a particular species were exported 
from different countries in this region: 
Pterocarpus erinaceus, known in Nige-
ria as “kosso”.15 Kosso was not listed 
on the CITES Appendices at the time, 
but its export was often occurring in 
violation of a range of national laws 
and regulations. Kosso is the only spe-
cies recognised as rosewood in Asia 
that grows in West Africa, so any 
Asian imports of rosewood from West 
Africa are highly likely to be kosso.16 
Because the species was not placed on 
Appendix II until 2017, prior to its 
CITES-listing it could be imported 
by destination countries without 
a CITES permit. This resulted in 
imports taking place despite the fact 
that harvesting in some cases had 
been illegal or that exports were in 
contravention of national laws. As a 
legal import, these flows were cap-
tured in the national import statistics 
of the destination countries, and they 
showed the rise of kosso to dominate 
rosewood imports.17

Fig. 3 Distribution of CITES 
regulated imports of 
kosso* logs (cubic 
metres) by exporting 
country, 2017 

Source: CITES Trade Database
* Pterocarpus erinaceus

Fig. 4 Distribution of Asian 
countries imports of 
kosso logs from West 
Africa (cubic metres) 
by exporting country, 
2017 

Source: World Trade Atlas, UN Comtrade

Sierra Leone
55,119

Mali
50,083

Benin
19,962 Burkina 

Faso
68 

Nigeria
475,101 

Gambia
132,121 

Ghana
93,215 

 Sierra 
Leone

69,067 

Mali
68,085 

Others
45,279 

Nigeria
754,234 

Ghana
230,691 

Gambia
209,291 

words, CITES certificates were being 
issued without any evidence that the 
trade would not be harmful to the 
survival of the species, which is the 
point of certification. The CITES Sec-
retariat described this trade as “lawful 
but awful” and in October 2018 the 
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sanders”, terms that normally apply 
to Pterocarpus santalinus, an estab-
lished rosewood endemic to South 
Eastern India.28 Mukula also appears 
to be sold as “Zambian blood rose-
wood”29 or “dye red sandalwood”.30 
Other African genera of the Fabaceae 
family, such as Guibourtia, known as 

“bubinga” in Central Africa, may also 
be feeding into the illegal rosewood 
trade, and several species were listed 
in Appendix II, effective in 2017.31 
Bubinga is not listed as rosewood 
in the Chinese trade standard,32 but, 
according to the Proposal for the list-
ing of these species:

The woods of the different Bubinga 
species, the aesthetic qualities of 
which are close to those of the 
Asian rosewood species which are 
most highly prized in the Hongmu 
tradition, have gradually become 
established as the first-choice alter-
native for this burgeoning sector.33 

According to World WISE, in 2019, 
300 containers of bubinga were 
seized in Gabon. Another 74 tons 
were seized by China at Hong Kong, 
China, coming from Gabon.34 It is 
possible that other species or genera 
will become informally integrated 
into the trade in ways that are not 
captured in the national or interna-
tional statistics.

Sourcing

Much of the following discussion is 
based on qualitative fieldwork con-
ducted by UNODC in nine West 
African countries35 in two periods: 75 
interviews conducted over a period 
of six months spanning 2014-2015 
and 46 interviews conducted over 
a period of two months in 2018. 
These interviews included senior 
national governmental officials, local 
authorities, border guards and port 
administrators, as well as traders and 
others active in the legal and illegal 
market. In addition, a range of site 
visits were conducted, including both 
harvest areas and timber markets. This 
fieldwork took place in the context of 

species is found in this region. Rather 
it appears these are exports of Ptero-
carpus tinctorius, known as “mukula” 
in Central Africa. Mukula is not 
among the species on the Chinese 
rosewood trade standard, but it bears 
a strong resemblance to other African 
Pterocarpus species. It was listed on 
CITES Appendix II in 2019 because, 
as the proposal justified:

While Pterocarpus tinctorius is 
not on the official hongmu list, it 
has achieved market demand due 
to its lookalike characteristics. Chi-
nese buyers in Zambia reported to 
CIFOR interviewers that an early 
boom in P. tinctorius (beginning 
in 2010) was actually due to its 
being used as a false rosewood: 
shipments were sent through inter-
mediary traders and nations to Viet 
Nam and the Philippines, where 
it was mixed with Pterocarpus 
santalinus (red sandalwood) and 
sold onto the Chinese furniture 
market.27

There appears to be a tendency to refer 
to a number of African Pterocarpus 
species as “red sandalwood” or “red 

Standing Committee recommended 
that Parties suspend trade in this spe-
cies with Nigeria.23 

CITES recommended that West and 
Central African states with domestic 
legislation in place prohibiting the 
export of timber and timber prod-
ucts, establish a voluntary ‘zero export 
quota’ for kosso.24 Also, at its 70th 
meeting , the CITES’ Standing Com-
mittee requested the CITES Plants 
Committee to consider the inclusion 
of kosso from all range States in the 
Review of Significant Trade process.25 

Alongside this trade, the smuggling of 
kosso continues. In 2017, Singapore 
seized over 1,000 tons of kosso coming 
from Guinea-Bissau on its way to 
Viet Nam without CITES documen-
tation.26 At the same time, it appears 
other species are being drawn into 
the illegal rosewood trade. National 
trade data show that the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the Congo, 
and Mozambique are major suppliers 
of logs classified as “rosewood”, but 
these are unlikely to be kosso, or any 
other rosewood species in the trade 
standard, because no recognised 

Fig. 5 Volume of kosso logs (cubic metres) exported from  
Nigeria and imported by Asian countries, 2008-2018 
(trade suspended October 2018)

Source: World Trade Atlas, UN Comtrade
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and then quickly rescinded 
again afterwards.47 According 
to the Ministry of Finance, by 
raising the tariff on exports from 
US$1,500 to US$2,500 per con-
tainer, the total amount realised 
from timber export between Oc-
tober 2018 and March 2019 was 
$16.5 million,48 suggesting that 
6,600 containers of timber were 
exported in those six months. 

Comparing data on exports as 
reflected in the CITES Trade Data-
base49 with national import data, 
it appears that considerably more 
kosso was reported as imports than 
was reported as having CITES export 
permits issued, according to available 
export data for 2017. Trade data rarely 
line up neatly, and part of these differ-
ences may be due to delays between 
the year the permit was issued and 
when the export occurred, but the 
volumes involved are significant in 
some cases. 

The fact that these four countries 
(Nigeria, Gambia, Ghana, and Sierra 
Leone) are currently exporting large 
volumes of rosewood does not mean 
the rosewood they are exporting came 
from within their counties. Interviews 
with traders indicate that Nigerian 
exports are supplemented by wood 

- -  - According to the IUCN, “Sup-
plies of [kosso] are suspected to 
be exhausted from Gambia…”44 
Despite this fact, Gambia con-
tinues to be a major exporter, 
second only to Nigeria globally 
in 2017 according to the CITES 
Trade data. A 2019 Wildlife 
Crime Threat Assessment Report 
on West and Central Africa45 
commissioned by the CITES 
Secretariat, and prepared by 
UNODC states, that in the case 
of the Gambia illegal exports of 
rosewood are estimated to be 
worth about half of the country’s 
total exports, about 10 per cent 
of its GDP, and more than 20 
times the budget of the Min-
istry of Environment, Climate 
Change and Natural Resources.

- -  - Like Nigeria, Sierra Leone is a 
country that has increased ex-
ports of kosso since the CITES 
Appendix II listing in 2017, with 
export volumes tripling between 
2017 and 2018, despite periodic 
export bans that year. In 2018, 
the longstanding log export ban 
was temporarily lifted, and this 
may have fuelled the surge in 
exports. The ban was reinstated 
by the President on 4 April 2018, 
as part of his first act in office46 

long-term ethnographic research on 
the illegal timber trade in this region.

Kosso (Pterocarpus erinaceus) is found 
mainly in West Africa and some 
northern parts of Central Africa.36 
Often growing in arid areas with 
sparse forest cover, it is nitrogen 
fixing, fire resistant, and a source of 
animal fodder.37 One of the cheapest 
rosewoods,38 its ecosystem value as 
a species seems to exceed its export 
value. According to the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN), it is classified in 2018 as 

“endangered” with a decreasing pop-
ulation trend.39

Aside from Nigeria, the other coun-
tries in the region responsible for  
the largest share of recorded exports  
of kosso are Ghana and Gambia. 
These three countries were collec-
tively responsible for 85 per cent of 
the volume traded in 2017.40 In 2018, 
Sierra Leone also emerged as a top 
exporter (Figure 6). 

- -  - In Ghana, an academic study 
estimating the rate of extraction 
between 2004 and 2013 found, 

“The current level of exploitation 
is unsustainable…”41 Exports 
from Ghana have more than 
doubled since that time. The 
government of Ghana has im-
posed and withdrawn bans on 
harvesting and export of rose-
wood several times since 2011, 
and, in April of 2019, a total ban 
on harvesting, processing and 
export of rosewood was imposed 
to “eliminate illegal activities that 
were endangering the species, 
especially in northern Ghana”, 
although the Ministry of Lands 
and Natural Resources has 
indicated that ‘salvage permits’ 
would be issued for rosewood 
log stocks.42 On 26 August 
2019, the Ghanaian government 
established the Committee to 
Investigate Allegation of Cor-
ruption in Rosewood Trade in 
Ghana.43

Fig. 6 Asian country imports of kosso logs (cubic metres)  
by exporting country, 2008-2018

Source: World Trade Atlas, UN Comtrade
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source kosso, paying them a nominal 
fee for the service.58 These leaders in 
turn recruit other community heads 
to promote logging. Designated 
depots are established in the periph-
ery of a forested area and a “depot 
chairman” is assigned. 

Local people are then recruited to find 
prime trees and local labour employed 
to extract them, often for very low 
wages. Typical labour costs cited 
were US$8.28 per log cut to chain-
saw operators; US$ 5.52 per log to 

“pushers” who manually transport the 
log from the felling site to the depot; 
and US$1.38 per log to loaders, who 
work in teams of five or six and divide 
this fee among them. This labour is 
generally conducted without safety 
equipment.

Transport of illegally obtained logs 
from the depots by land is generally 
not a problem, although truckers  
are subject to roadside “taxes” from 
various dubious local authorities. 
During interviews, traders showed 
handfuls of printed receipts from 
these bodies that they had paid. As the 
more accessible kosso stocks become 
depleted, a seasonality in exports can 
be seen in some countries, with a dip 
during the rainy season when roads 
to remote areas become impassable. 

Trafficking

CITES-regulated wood from Africa, 
Asia and Latin America continues to 
be seized and CITES continues to 
monitor both illegal and legal trade. 
For example, in November 2018, 
CITES suspended commercial trade 
in the genus Dalbergia from Lao Peo-
ple’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), 
including finished products, such as 
carvings and furniture. The suspen-
sion will remain “until Lao PDR 
makes scientifically based non-detri-
ment findings for trade in the relevant 
species, including D. cochinchinensis 
and D. oliveri in the country to the 
satisfaction of the CITES Secretari-
at.”59 However, since 2015, most of 
the rosewood imported by China 

Recent interviews with kosso trad-
ers in West Africa suggested some of 
the rosewood being exported from 
West Africa was coming from outside 
the recognised range of the species, 
including from the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo along the 
Angolan border. It seems likely that 
a closely related species is being traded 
as kosso. The most likely candidate 
is Pterocarpus tinctorius, or “mukula”, 
as it is known in Zambia. In 2018, 
researchers estimated that mukula was 
being extracted from Zambia at a rate 
of 110,000 cubic metres per annum, 
with estimated bribes paid to state 
officials of about US$1.7 million.56 

The interface between kosso export-
ers and illegal loggers appears to be 
professional timber traders, many of 
whom have moved between countries 
to pursue supplies. Fieldwork con-
ducted by UNODC in Nigeria give 
some idea of how this might be taking 
place more generally.57 Traders inter-
viewed often came from a logging 
area and had the logistical capac-
ity to move the wood to the major 
cities. These traders “empower” (or 

“activate”) local community leaders to 

from Cameroon.50 In Gambia, for-
estry officials interviewed estimated 
that nearly all the rosewood exported 
comes from the Casamance area of 
Senegal.51 According to traders inter-
viewed, exports from Ghana appear to 
be supplemented by illegal imports 
from Burkina Faso.52 Under CITES, 
however, this trade between African 
countries would require export per-
mits, and the subsequent re-export 
would require a designated re-export 
permit. In other words, under the 
CITES implementation laws of all 
these countries, all this trade would 
be illegal because the required permits 
were not issued.

These are not the only countries 
that appear to be exporting more 
rosewood than their known stocks 
would allow. For example, kosso has 
been a protected species in Mali since 
1995. The country has been targeted 
by rosewood traffickers since at least 
200353 and has very few forested areas 
remaining.54 Nonetheless, according 
to harmonised system trade data, it 
managed to export over 80,000 cubic 
metres of rosewood in 2018, which 
represents about half a million trees.55

Fig. 7 Volume of kosso log import permits and volume of  
kosso logs* imported by Asian countries based on trade 
statistics in 2017 (cubic metres) by exporting country

Source: CITES Trade Database, UN Comtrade
* That is, estimated volume of logs classified as rosewood from West Africa,  
which would almost certainly be kosso logs or logs passed off as kosso.
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Inspection Unit has only one officer 
designated to inspect the loads leav-
ing the two ports in Lagos (Apapa 
and Tin Can Island, which are situ-
ated about one half hour drive apart) 
and two officers in Port Harcourt. 
Interviews with officials in the ports 
indicated that timber loads were never 
unloaded, even in cases where irregu-
larities were suspected; scanners were 
used for imports only; and that there 
was very little space or scope to detain 
shipments for further inquiry. Apapa 
Port, for example, is owned by a pri-
vate company (APM), and charges 
the government a daily rate for the 
storage of containers. As a result, 
interviews suggested that questiona-
ble shipments are generally returned 
to the shippers rather than seized.

According to interviews with timber 
traders in the region, corruption is an 
issue throughout the trafficking chain, 
from the bribes paid to local authori-
ties to the road taxes and the bribes at 
ports. Multiple layers of overlapping 
bureaucracy in some countries further 
complicate the issue. In Nigeria, for 
example, federal authorities such as 
Customs, the National Park Service, 
the national police, the National 

Logs of illegal origin may be con-
solidated in transit countries, so the 
origin and species of the wood can 
be concealed. On arrival in the des-
tination countries, illicit shipments 
are laundered into mainstream timber 
markets. The buyers of this wood may 
be unaware that the product they are 
purchasing was illegally harvested or 
traded.

The World WISE seizure data sug-
gest that China and Viet Nam are 
the main destinations for trafficked 
rosewood, and three-quarters of all 
the logs seized globally (where the 
destination was known) were on their 
way to one of the two countries. The 
United Arab Emirates has also been 
the destination of a number of signif-
icant seizures, as has Malaysia. 

In most countries, the sheer volume 
of the trade makes comprehensive 
inspection impossible. If Nigeria 
exported around 750,000 cubic 
metres of kosso in 2017 (Figure 5), 
that is equivalent to nearly 40,000 
containers of wood, or over 100 
containers per day.63 According to 
interviews conducted by UNODC 
in Nigeria in 2018, the Forestry 

came from Africa, much of it illegally 
sourced. For this reason, this chapter 
focuses primarily on the flow from 
Africa and African rosewoods.

Due in part to the bulk of the product, 
overseas shipments of logs are gener-
ally containerized. Seizures recorded in 
the World WISE database show that 
logs may be concealed behind worked 
planks or species may be intermixed 
or mislabelled, but this is generally 
the extent of physical concealment.60 
Planks may be used at the mouth of 
a container to conceal whole logs in 
countries with a roundwood export 
ban. For example, Benin is one of two 
exporting countries of sawn rosewood 
to China in the region,61 and inter-
views conducted by UNODC in the 
country in 201462 found that kosso 
planks were frequently used at the 
mouth of a container to conceal logs 
within. Interviews with officials in 
the region in 2014 and 2018 showed 
that countries rarely have the capacity 
to unload or scan departing timber 
containers to verify the contents, so 
loading the outer third of the con-
tainer with planks allows good cover 
for illegal log exports. 

Fig. 8 Percentage distribution of seizures of Dalbergia and Pterocarpus by reported country  
of destination (in mass equivalent), 2005-2017

Source: UNODC World WISE Database
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- -  - According to media sources, it 
appears housing investment has 
slowed,68 resulting in a decline 
in consumer spending on new 
furniture. 

- -  - On the high end, the govern-
ment has spoken out against 
conspicuous consumption and 
anti-corruption efforts have 
looked critically at spending on 
luxury goods.69 

- -  - It also appears that demand in 
2014 was buoyed by speculation, 
and that the drop in 2015  
was the result of oversupply and 
market correction.70 

In response, China’s rosewood 
furniture industry has undergone 
considerable structural change and 
rationalisation in response to overca-
pacity, changing consumer demand, 
rising raw material and production 
costs, and increases in compliance 
costs associated with legality and 
environmental controls.71

In light of the new peak in imports 
from Africa in 2017 (see Figure 6 
above), the market is likely far from 
exhausted.

billion in exports in 2016, 59 per 
cent of the global total. Rosewood 
comprised about 20  per cent of the 
value of log imports in 2017, based 
on import declarations, most of which 
were destined for Hunagpu (Guang-
dong) and Shanghai ports.64

However, in response to rising manu- 
facturing costs in China, furniture 
production has been relocating to 
Viet Nam, where costs are lower.65 
Viet Nam exported more than US$3 
billion in tropical hardwood furniture 
in 2016, while three other South-East 
Asian countries combined (Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Thailand) exported 
a similar amount. In addition to 
China, the United States of America, 
European Union countries and Japan 
are destinations for wood furniture 
exports.66 To feed this growing indus-
try, imports of tropical hardwood logs 
from Africa (including rosewood) have 
increased by a factor of 10 since 2010 
(Figure 9).

Based on a market analyst’s report 
commissioned by UNODC,67 Chi-
nese demand for rosewood furniture 
appears to have dropped since 2014 
due to a number of factors: 

Agricultural Quarantine Service, 
the National Environmental Stand-
ards and Regulations Enforcement 
Agency, and the Forestry Department 
of the Ministry of Environment all 
have some responsibility for timber 
enforcement with varying mandates 
and capacities, but most of the reg-
ulation takes place at the state level. 
In addition, falsified CITES permits 
have been reported by senior officials 
interviewed by UNODC in 2018.

In response to illegal logging, many 
countries have seized wood and pre-
vented the export of privately held 
timber stocks. The result is the accu-
mulation of stockpiles of considerable 
value in poor countries, degrading 
through exposure and held in place 
only through the power of local law 
enforcement. 

It appears that the primary illegal 
exporters of rosewood from Africa 
are Asian expatriate traders. UNODC 
field observations show these traders 
conducting their business illegally are 
in for the long term. For example, the 
same traders known for their involve-
ment in illegal activities in 2014 can 
be seen today in Guinea-Bissau. They 
are mostly found in the urban export 
areas in West Africa, as risks in the 
source areas are high. For example, 
they were frequently targeted for 
kidnapping by local gangs during the 
early years of rosewood exploitation 
in Nigeria, according to interviews 
with officials in the region conducted 
in 2014.

Destination markets

Most of the tropical hardwood logs in 
international trade today are destined 
for Asia’s massive furniture industry. 
China alone produced over 44 per 
cent of the value of world tropical 
hardwood furniture in 2016, valued 
at about US$20 billion. Due to pro-
tections afforded forests in China, this 
industry was based almost entirely 
on imported logs. The country has 
also dominated exports of tropical 
hardwood furniture, topping US$11 

Fig. 9 Imports of African logs (cubic metres) by Viet Nam, 
2008-2018

Source: COMTRADE
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