REPRODUCTION
FURNITURE:
BUILT TO LAST

Far from being a burden on reproduction
furniture manufacturers, the growing
emphasis on sustainable development could
boost competitiveness and highlight the true
cost of imports, according to a new report.

‘This report is a wake-up
call to manufacturers
about sustainability,
and we hope that it will
motivate them to take a
much more proactive
approach.’

r Sustainable technologies could turn out to be

good news for UK manufacturers of
reproduction furniture, according to a report
published by BFM Ltd, the trade association
for British furniture manufacturers.

The BFM research shows that firms could
achieve significant savings through better
management of waste and reduced
consumption of energy and solvents.
Concernsare raised about the impact on global
sustainability of imported premade furniture
from low-cost producers in the Far East and
former Eastern European countries.

The report, ‘Implications of sustainable
development for UK reproduction furniture
manufacturers’, presents the findings of a
feasibility study sponsored by the Sustainable
Technologies Initiative. The STI’s five-year
programme of collaborative research is aimed
at improving the sustainability of UK business,
with funding from the DTI, DEFRA and three
research councils. It is supporting new ways
to achieve economic growth and employment
while safeguarding the environment and
conserving natural resources.

Thirteen firms, with a combined turnover of
£75m, took part in the study. The
reproduction furniture industry as a whole is
estimated to be worth about £480m a year
but has been under growing pressure from
imports.

‘This report is a wake-up call to manufacturers
about sustainability, and we hope that it will
motivate them to take a much more proactive
approach,’ says Alistair Bromhead,
environmental consultant at BFM Ltd. ‘We
believe that sustainable technology could
provide a much-needed boost to
competitiveness.’

Wiaste reduction could be worth as much as a
20% increase in sales, concludes the report.
Many of the firms taking part use solid timbers
or real wood veneers to produce high value
added domestic furniture. Sixty per cent of
veneers and 38% of solid timber are currently
wasted, costing reproduction furniture

companies an estimated 5.5% of turnover. This
figure could be halved by step changes in
production methods.

‘Reproduction furniture manufacturers are
particularly intensive users of raw materials
such as coatings and timber,” explains Mr
Bromhead. ‘This means there is likely to be
greater scope for improvement than in other
sub sectors of the industry. Reproduction
furniture is expensive by domestic standards,
so there may also be potential to benefit sales
by some form of certification of sustainability.’

The study highlights how significant
improvements can be made by taking
sustainability into account from the outset.
Sustainable design can help to avoid wastage
of timber and excessive machining. When it
comes to waste management, UK
manufacturers could make much better use of
heating from wood combustion plant by
emulating European competitors.

‘We see sustainable design as a particularly
important topic for manufacturers to get to
grips with in the next few years,” adds Mr
Bromhead. ‘We are encouraging companies to
see how they can manufacture in a way that
makes recovery of raw materials possible at
the end of the furniture’s life. On the positive
side, reproduction furniture has a particularly
long life span — 50 years plus compared with
as little as three years for low quality domestic
furniture designed for fashion rather than
longevity.’

UK manufacturers taking part in the study
have welcomed the assessment of the
sustainability of imports from low-cost
producers. ‘Rampant’ imports of pre-made
furniture and components have resulted in
closure of UK manufacturing plants and loss
of skilled jobs. Switching manufacture to less
regulated economies adds to global output of
pollutants such as VOCs (volatile organic
compounds). ‘It is an interesting question
whether UK environmental legislation is just
exporting pollution to less regulated
economies, with the added impact of transport
emissions to bring the goods here,” comments
Mr Bromhead.
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