Rediscovering wood: The key to a sustainable future

19-22 October 2011, Bangalore India
A wood-based event with an unusual focus
While public interest in environmental aspects of wood products is increasing with growing understanding of the environmental credentials of wood (e.g. green building), negative perceptions surrounding wood use continue to exist in many parts of the world, probably stemming from concerns about environmental sustainability.

However, promoting ‘good wood’ (sourced from sustainably managed forests) and the importance of value addition is gaining relevance and is consistent with changing socio-economic trends. It is also likely to benefit sustainable forest management and the livelihood of people in many parts of the world, provided entrepreneurs and wood producers capitalize on these trends.

This was one underlying message behind this conference (subtitled as an “International Conference and Exhibition on the Art and Joy of Wood”) hosted by the Indian Ministry of Environment and Forests in Bangalore, India (19-22 October 2011). The conference, along with a series of competitions (e.g. International photography competition), enhanced the visibility of the wood products sector in the International Year of Forests and exposed the linkages of wood production and use to local cultures and livelihoods.
The deliberations
About 300 participants from 30 countries attended, comprising researchers, experts, designers, architects, wood users and producers. In 15 conference sessions, participants discussed how changing expectations of consumers and society shape the future for wood products. About 5,000 visitors to the exhibition witnessed the wood working skills of artisans from 6 countries who exemplified the art and joy of wood. They saw diverse wood products from different areas of India, especially rural arts and crafts, which still continue to play a considerable role in many local livelihoods and traditions in the country. 
More than 60 presenters from 18 countries shared their ideas concerning how wood products can contribute to sustainable development and why it is preferable to other material. They highlighted why wood, as a natural and renewable material, may be viewed more favorably by people when they seek to reconnect with nature and traditions and as an escape from hectic modern lifestyles. They portrayed how culture embraces wood and how creative designs can help to meet the needs of society. They also discussed how wood products should realign to exploit the opportunities, especially when tree planting initiatives for going greener are fast expanding.

The conference proceedings are available at:
http://www.fao.org/docrep/016/ap001e/ap001e00.htm or http://www.fao.org/docrep/016/ap001e/ap001e.pdf.

Videos of all the presentations, side events, field trip etc are available at:

http://www.wood.info/artjoywood/?p=video  or http://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL9BE79E58EF90878B&feature=plcp. 

In addition to the conference, two side events were held concurrently on 20 October 2012. The Students’ conference - organized by the Forest Research Institute (India) and supported by the International Wood Culture Society and Commonwealth Forestry Association - attracted 40 students and young researchers from India, Turkey and China who discussed how wood education should reorient and realign with changing trends. As part of the Global Forest and Trade Network, WWF‑India led another side event concerning the challenges and opportunities for responsible wood trade (with support from the EC-SWITCH Asia programme). Participants heard how exporters can respond to recent changes in forest products legality requirements in the United States, Europe and other countries and how it will affect the global wood products trade.
Inferences
The conference concluded that forestry, as a profession, is not doing enough to engage with people on an emotional level about the qualities and benefits of wood products and most of the discussions about sustainable forest management are confined to scientific and technical debates. Linkages between wood and society on social, aesthetic, cultural and traditional aspects need further emphasis and understanding to enable a paradigm shift from large scale commodity production to high value products that embrace culture and tradition.

Policies discouraging wood use need to be reconsidered and a sense of wood culture should be developed, especially in some parts of the World where wood production and consumption is increasing rapidly. While people understand that wood products are preferable to non-wood products from an environmental perspective, they remain concerned about the environmental impacts of wood harvest and are skeptical about progress in this area. Therefore, the green credentials of ‘good wood’ need to be communicated more effectively to eliminate the unfounded negative societal perceptions towards wood products and to achieve a greater impact of the forest sector in transitioning to a green economy.

Focusing on more efficient wood use (e.g. recycling, minimizing wastage), innovative designs etc will yield eco-friendly and high value wood products that portray the art and joy of wood and can touch the hearts and minds of people and inspire them to bring a piece of the forest into their homes. Such products can also will meet the environmental, artistic and cultural aspirations of society while supporting the livelihoods of people and providing market incentives for sustainable forest management.
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