
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Housing Starts and a healthy housing market are the foundations for a vibrant timber and wood panel 

business. 

For the first half of 2016 the overall housing market remained robust but was two tiered in the fact that 

some areas were in decline. Out of the 45 housing markets surveyed 31 countries reported stronger and 

improving demand for housing. Luckily for global demand the strongest markets were also the largest 

markets being in the US, Europe, China and India. Conversely, a slowdown was reported in Russia, 

Brazil, Middle East, South Africa and Australasia (especially New Zealand). 

It is interesting to note that the majority of countries reporting a slowdown are the countries that had 

depended on the boom in commodity prices especially oil to boost their economies. The traditional 

consuming countries such as the US, Europe, Japan, China and India are benefiting from low interest 

rates, and low commodity (oil) prices. Though growth remains low and below pre 2008 averages in these 

countries, they were all positive and hopefully sustainable. 

There are no surprises that the most lucrative markets for the export of timber products are to those 

countries currently experiencing a revival or mini boom in their housing markets. There has been some 

significant changes however in these markets compared to pre 2008 and these include the following;- 

• Move to low emission or zero emission formaldehyde for panel and engineered wood products. 

• Environmental awareness, with legality controls on tropical timbers and the demand for FSC or 

PEFC certified material. 

• Overall increase in general quality standards, through ISO or other standards authorities. 

• Rapid urbanisation in developing countries such as China and now India, this trend creates 

significant demand for ‘standardisation’ and mass production of construction and fittings, such as 

doors, windows, beams and furniture. 

Another interesting market is the development of the Asean Economic Community (AEC) or the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) consisting of Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 

Malaysia, Myanmar, Singapore, Thailand Philippines and Vietnam. These countries have a combined 

population of 622 million and a GDP of USD2.5 trillion. The goals of this Association within the next three 

years is to facilitate the free flow of goods, services and skilled labour. This will mean that current tariff 

schedules on timber products will be reduced to zero and skilled labour can migrate within the community. 

Malaysia is already a Net Exporter of Timber Products within ASEAN to the tune of almost RM1.6 billion, 

of this MDF contributed RM176 million. 

It is hoped that the Trans Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA) will be ratified. The TPPA represents a 

populationof 810 million and a combined GDP of USD28 trillion, allowing Malaysia to leverage free trade 

to traditional markets such as the USA and Japan and to new markets in South America. Unfortunately 

there is still a question mark over the US commitment until after the coming election outcome. 

As Malaysia moves up the value addition route in fulfilment of its ‘Vision 2020’ to become a developed 

nation, we will find that Malaysian manufacturers will focus more on the production of furniture, doors and 

other added value panel products. We may also see an increase in the importation of logs, sawn timber, 

plywood and even raw MDF and particleboard to facilitate this. ◙ 
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