INTRODUCTION

LARGE AND SMALL-SCALE SAWMILLING IN
SOUTH AFRICA
- A Sub-Sector Analysis -

Sawmilling entails the processing of sawlogs into sawn timber {lumbar). The lumber produced is used in the
building and construction industry and as raw material for the manufacturing of a range of timber based
products such as furniture, shelving, flooring, doors, etc. The current log intake by South African sawmillers
amounts to about 4.8 million m?* per annum. The output of the local sawmilling industry, in terms of lumber
produced, is estimated at 2.2 million m? par annum. There are an estimatad 315 sawmillers active in the
tarket. Sawmills range in size from large operations with an annual log intake in excess of 200,000 m? to
small-scale mills (including bushmills) with an annual intake of less than 5000 m?. Although the small-scale
mills account for about B0% of the total number of establishments, they only process about 8% of the sawlogs.
The ten largest sawmills account for 30% of total production throughput. The sawmilling sector is labour
intensive emplaying an estimated 30,000 people.

SUPPLY AND DEMAND OF LUMBER

A schematic presentation of the supply and demand for locally produced lumber is shown in Box 1,
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Abhout 150,000 m® of
lumber in unprocessed form
is  exported to warious
European and Maorth
Armerican  matkets. The
balance of supply is equally
split between building and
structural  timber applica-
tions and further walue-
adding operations.  In the
value adding sector a range
of products are
manufactured and
distributed to the market, as
indicated in Bax 1 . About
20% of the manufactured
iterms; mainly ~ furniture,
packaging, doors and DIY
products  are  exported
South Aftica is almost self
sufficient in lumber.

In addition to the local lumber production another 200 000 m?® of exotic hardwoods (meranti, oak, etc) are

imparted annually. This is mainly used far mouldings, furniture, flooring, window frames, etc.

account for less than 10% of total domestic lumber demand.

Imports thus

The sawmilling sector has remained fairly static over the past decade and has shown very little growth over the
past 20 to 30 years. It is generally not considered to be an attractive investment area and large operators tend

to restrict expansion and further major investrments in sawmilling.

This has to some extent opened up the

market for small-scale sawmillers that are more flexible to supply in the fluctuating dermand for sawn timber.



VALUE ADDING

Cne cubic metre of sawlog input (into the sawmilling
process) produces between 0.4 to 0.5 m?® of sawtimber

Box 2: Sawmilling Yalue Chain
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market value chain.

SMALL-SCALE SAWMILLING

There are an estimated 200 small-scale sawmillers in the market. Small-scale mills (annual sawlog intake of
less than 5 000 m® normally process sawlogs that are not suitable for the larger mills.  Many of these are
mobile and they maove to areas where log supplies are available. The bulk of small-scale operations are to be
found in the Eastern Cape, with lesser activities in Mpumalanga, Limpopo and Kwazulu-katal. The bulk of the
timber produced by small-scale sawmillers is wet-off-saw, mostly ungraded. The products are mainly marketed
to the informal building sector in the surrounding areas where these mills aperate. Some small-scale sawmillers
add value to the output and produce products such as pallets, picket fencing, wendy houses, etc. Small-scale
sawmilling is generally more commaon in areas that are far rermoved fram major pulp mills and other operations
consuming srall wood and pul pwoad.

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES IN SMALL-SCALE SAWMILLING

Historically small-scale sawmilling dewveloped largely around state-owned plantations where they had access to
burnt areas, small wood and fall out areas from larger contracts.  WWith the restructuring process and the
privatisation of these plantations the small-scale industry is facing problems; mainly due to possible dwindling
future log supply. An opportunity far small-scale sawmillers, howevear, especially in the Eastern Cape, is to
utilize the restructuring pracess as an opporunity to gain access to their own sources of log supply. Cne way in
which this could be achieved is to form co-operative joint ventures between small-scale sawmillers which will
enable them to obtain plantation resources. Such small-scale milling clusters (S5M clusters) should focus on
obtaining and securing adequate raw materials supplies, possibly combined with primary processing and,
especially, to focus on value-added downstream activities to create additional employment and income.

Generally small-scale sawmillers should also independently investigate possibilities to paricipate further in the
value chain, The manufacture of wet-off-saw timber is & marginal business and small-scale sawmilters should
investigate ways and means of further adding walue to their sawmill output.

The remaining DWAF Category B and C plantations contain large pockets of hardwoods. In some areas the
matket for hardwood is limited and restricted to poles and firewood anly. |0 such areas consideration should be
given to the establishment of small hardwood sawmills which could produce sawn timber and further
downstrearn value-adding processes such as pallet and packaging manufacture.

The industry body, South African Lumber Millers Association (3alma), is instrumental in pramoting industry
development and can be contacted at telephone 11974 1061 or e-mail: salma@ acenet.co.za for maore
infarmation.
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