
In early June, rumors spread quickly through the hardwood 
industry. The truth followed hot on their heels; several well-
known sawmills and concentration yards in the Southern, 
Appalachian, and Northern regions were shutting down or had 
announced plans to shut down within the next six months.

The speed at which the news traveled, and the overall shock 
expressed to HMR/Fastmarkets by hardwood contacts, spoke 
volumes about both the tight-knit nature of the industry and the 
collective sense of concern around its current state.

Recently, much of the story about the hardwood industry’s de-
cline has centered on the falloff in consumption. While HMR/
Fastmarkets estimates published in July show projected con-
sumption for 2026 to be 5.451 billion board feet (BBF)—ba-
sically holding steady from last year—it is down considerably 
from 7.73 BBF in 2022.
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HMR DEMAND INDEX (HDI)

As Consumption and Production  
both Contract, Hardwood Sawmill 
Owners Worry about Rising Costs  
and the Threat of Closure
By Ben Stanley
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Real average hourly earnings for all 
US employees in June increased 0.8% 
from the prior month and 0.1% from 
June 2025.

The ISM® Manufacturing PMI® de-
creased 0.7% in June from May to 
53.3%, meaning the US economy ex-
panded for the 20th consecutive month.

US exports totaled $204.7.1B in June, 
while imports totaled $306.2B, result-
ing in a trade deficit of $101.5B for the 
month.

US manufacturing capacity utilization 
was 75.7% in June, down slightly from 
75.8% in May. It was 75.6% in June 
2025.

The US Consumer Price Index (CPI-U) 
decreased 0.4% (seasonally adjusted) 
in June. CPI climbed 3.5% during the 
12 months ending in June.

China’s Purchasing Managers’ Index 
for the manufacturing industry was 
50.3% in June. This marked a 0.3% 
increase from May, putting it in the 
expansionary range.
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There are several reasons for the dropoff in 
demand. In the grade lumber arena, the primary 
factor is widespread consumer movement away 
from hardwoods, and towards engineered and 
‘look-alike’ wood products. In the industrial cat-
egory, the main driver of reduced demand is the 
pallet industry’s transition to using roughly 80% 
softwood and 20% hardwood, a reversal of past 
norms.

Supply typically follows demand and, in the case 
of hardwoods, is having its own problems. New 
HMR/Fastmarkets estimates show that Eastern 
US hardwood sawmill production is projected to 
be 4.08 BBF in 2026, down from 4.13 in 2025 
(Figure 1). If production remains on the current 
trajectory through year end, total output in 2026 
will be the lowest since HMR began tracking it 
in 1960. Daily and monthly rates of production 
have trended downwards over the last twelve 
months compared to the year before (Figures 2 
and 3). 

The overall result is an industry that has seen 
total supply—which comprises Eastern produc-
tion, Western production, and imports—slip be-
low demand since 2022 (Figure 4). Realistically, 
inventory carryover and myriad other factors 
influence the gap between supply and demand, 
but the reality does remain.

"�According to recent National 
Hardwood Lumber Association 
(NHLA) estimates, 35 hardwood 
sawmills closed in 2025...  
HMR/Fastmarkets understands 
that number will likely be higher  
in 2026..."

continued page 4
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Figure 2

Figure 3
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Traditionally, this gap would lead to increased 
supply, in this case hardwood lumber produc-
tion. Yet despite record-low production of grade 
lumber and industrial products, there are not 
severe shortages of any species or products.

Pricewise, most grades and species of green 
lumber are currently in the doldrums. Prices 
for green 4/4 Fas&1f White Oak (Figure 5), for 
example, are the lowest in at least two-and-a-
half years across all three hardwood producing 
regions.

“The general story of lackluster demand has 
been a challenge across the entire wood prod-
ucts industry,” Emerson Paradee, a Fastmarkets 
economist, said.

“While the hardwood industry faces unique 
challenges in many ways, the fact that this is a 
pattern also seen in other sectors really high-
lights how broader macro factors are creating 
headwinds across the board.”

“Rising production costs and stagnant demand 
are a difficult combination for any industry. When 
consumers face job insecurity, inflation con-
cerns, and uncertainty generally, spending pulls 
back, and eventually this lower level of con-
sumption shows up on the producer side of the 
balance sheet.”

Increased Cost of Running  
a Sawmill and Freight Increases
According to recent National Hardwood Lumber 
Association (NHLA) estimates, 35 hardwood 
sawmills closed in 2025. Though current figures 

"�Officially, the mill is mothballed, 
but that’s only because going 
to auction right now would be a 
nightmare."
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continued page 5
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are not known, HMR/Fastmarkets understands 
that number will likely be higher in 2026 given 
recent closures and pending closures at several 
other hardwood operations, including concen-
tration yards. The NHLA estimates the industry 
has lost around 40,000 jobs since 2022, largely 
impacting rural communities.

There are many reasons why a sawmill or yard 
might close. An unworkable business model or 
a capital risk that occurs at a bad time in the 
market are most common for smaller business-
es, but in the case of two of the major compa-
nies shutting their doors, it was due to a lack of 
succession or an overall lack of interest from 
potential buyers.

The two companies—one slated to close within 
a year and the other already closed—were run 
by highly respected industry figures. Both were 
in decent positions financially but chose to shut 
down due to lack of interest from family mem-
bers to take them over along with a desire to 

preserve what they have earned for family.
In “exit interviews” with HMR/Fastmarkets, both 
owners spoke about how it was a difficult time to 
run a hardwood company, backing up comments 
regularly received from contacts across all re-
gions. The current rate of attrition is a testament 
to these concerns.

From a capital expenditure perspective, it has 
never been more expensive to run a hardwood 
sawmill, yard, or secondary manufacturing op-
eration. Inflation has been a consistent feature 
in the American economy since the COVID-19 
pandemic, pushing up costs for everything.

In the hardwood industry, inflationary pressure 
has seen the costs of labor, machinery, main-
tenance, and insurance all rise steeply. One 
contact used the example of a forklift, which he 
said was now two to three times more expensive 
than in 2020.

continued page 6
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The Southern hardwood veteran who closed 
his mill this summer said these cost increases 
are preventing him from going to auction, as he 
believes few in the industry would be able to af-
ford the machinery he has to offer. “Officially, the 
mill is mothballed, but that’s only because going 
to auction right now would be a nightmare,” he 
said.

The increased cost of freight has been anoth-
er major issue in 2026. Since the beginning 
of the US-Iran war in February, diesel prices 

have skyrocketed (Figure 6), with soaring in-
land freight rates becoming a constant feature 
of conversations between HMR price reporters 
and contacts. Freight rates impact all points of 
the supply chain, from the woods to deliveries of 
finished goods.

Early summer peace talks between US and Iran 
saw oil prices retreat, but the talks broke down 
in mid-July, with conflict resuming. A fragile 
peace was holding as this article was being 
written, but uncertainty regarding the trajectory 
of the war and oil prices remains.

Loggers, Log Prices, and Weather Impacts
Loggers are dealing with their own set of chal-
lenges that, in turn, impact sawmills and over-
all production. Though more pronounced in 
the Southern than Appalachian and Northern 
regions, loggers are increasingly chasing soft-
woods. Also, recently, the long-stagnant hard-

continued page 7

Figure 6
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"�Since hardwood production is less 
than half of what it was 10 or 12 
years ago, the demand for logs 
is less than half of what it was 10 
or 12 years ago. Why haven’t log 
prices come down?"
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wood pulpwood market has seen a meaningful 
bounce in some areas, peeling off more loggers.

A sawmill operator in Alabama reported that 
“chasing” pine and hardwood pulpwood has 
diminished logger availability in his state lately. 
Another source opined about the high cost of 
logs and its impact on sawmills. “Since hard-
wood production is less than half of what it was 
10 or 12 years ago, the demand for logs is less 
than half of what it was 10 or 12 years ago. Why 
haven’t log prices come down?”

“Log supply varies from region to region with 
one common thread: everyone is paying too 
much for logs,” the source continued. 

Given that less logging and sawmill production 
are occurring, the contact mentioned that larger 
logs are being pulled out of forests. He won-
dered what reduced forest management and the 
flow-on challenge of sawing larger logs could be.

Weather also impacts production. Between 
January and June of this year, the Upper Mid-
west and small sections of Alabama and Mis-
sissippi have been wetter than average, while 
the Appalachian region and large portions of the 
South have been drier (Figure 7). Given that the 
Appalachian and Southern regions account for 
the majority of overall production, weather has 
not inhibited hardwood sawmill output. Broadly 
speaking, log supplies have ranged from ade-
quate to overabundant.

Tough Market Conditions
Despite an increase in consumption by furni-
ture manufacturers reported in the last edition 
of HMR Executive, domestic markets for grade 
lumber in the United States are still struggling. 
In fact, much of the furniture sector’s increase 
resulted from higher framestock consumption, 
not growth in grade lumber usage.

continued page 9

Figure 7

Precipitation Percent of Average
January – June 2026 – Average Period: 1901-2000 – NOAA's National Centers for Environmental Information
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Industrial hardwood products are holding rela-
tively steady, with the recent downturn in crosstie 
buying by railways being offset by a mini boom 
in demand for hardwood pallet lumber and cants. 
On the export side, hardwood lumber shipments 
from the US to foreign markets from January 
through May 2026 were virtually identical to the 
same period in 2025, while logs exports to Viet-
nam and China continue to explode. Many see 
the log export issue as potentially an existential 
threat for the US hardwood sawmill industry.

The major problem remains changing consumer 
tastes. Interest in hardwood finished goods has 
never been this low, while use of engineered 
wood and non-wood products only seems to in-
crease. With a mixed economic outlook seen by 
many, affordability is an aspect of this.

The Role of Policymakers  
and Overall Outlook
Recent months have seen a renewed lobbying ef-
fort by the hardwood industry in Washington, DC. 
While there has been some talk of legislation that 
would introduce tax credits to stimulate hardwood 
usage and increased use of #2A&3A Oak in prod-
ucts for the Department of War, the solution prob-
ably won’t come from the federal government.

There is unlikely to be any relief on capital 
lending this year, either. Despite inflationary 

pressure, lingering due to the on-again off-again 
war against Iran, the Federal Reserve held the 
federal funds rate steady in late July.

In a recent interview with HMR/Fastmarkets, 
U.S. Representative GT Thompson, the chair 
of the House Agriculture committee, admitted 
he was “very concerned” about the state of the 
hardwood industry. He was hopeful that the De-
partment of War spending and increased hard-
wood uses in federal buildings would make an 
impact, and that the industry would recover over 
the next decade.

Time will tell if Representative Thompson’s 
hopes become reality, but short-term assistance 
looks unlikely. A trade deal with China has re-
mained elusive since President Donald Trump 
took office, while the trade détente between the 
two superpowers late last year saw US hard-
wood logs flooding into China again, harming 
more US sawmill operators than it helped.

All that said, the reason for the hardwood indus-
try’s decline and potential for its renewal is not 
political. While other factors are involved, this is 
primarily a story of changing consumer tastes 
that resulted in a move away from hardwood. 
And if trends don’t change, there will be more 
whispers of sawmills going under and more mills 
that do.

Recent widespread flooding in West Africa looks 
set to shake tropical hardwood supply to the US. 
Ben Stanley looks at how the African Mahogany 
market might be impacted along with other issues 
importers are currently dealing with.

Request a sample copy today. Email client.services@fastmarkets.com
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Market Commentary cont'd

As has been the case for the majority of 2026, 

prices gathered in early July are little changed 

from one month earlier. All published Sipo/Utile 

prices remain intact.

Other Tropical Species

Increased volumes of Iroko continue to reach 

American ports. With around 64,000 board feet 

imported into the US in May, more of the species 

arrived than Teak or Spanish Cedar that month. 

Contacts says demand is still good and that in-

ventories are starting to look healthier again after 

running low earlier this year.

One importer noted increased interest in Wenge 

and Padauk, with custom millwork a driving force 

for demand. Afrormosia remains light in a number 

of inventories. 

Trade Data

Import data from the USITC system are available 

through May 2026, as shown in the page 2 ta-

bles. After elevated receipts in April, federal data 

showed a decrease in overall hardwood imports 

in May.

Ipé continues to be the star performer when it 

comes to tropical hardwood imports. More than 

four million board feet (MMBF) of the species ar-

rived in the US through May of this year, up 167% 

from last year. African Mahogany, which enjoyed 

a bumper May, is the other major tropical species 

registering a gain this year. Nearly 1.7 MMBF 

arrived in the US through May, which is up 25% 

over last year. Meanwhile, imports of Sapele, 

Keruing, Genuine Mahogany, Spanish Cedar, and 

Teak are all significantly lower in 2026.

Overall, the US imported just over 13 MMBF of 

hardwood lumber from non-Canadian sources 

in May, representing a 13% fall from the same 

month last year. Total imports through May were 

66.4 MMBF, a 4% increase on the same time last 

year.

Brazil and Germany were the two main sources 

of hardwood imports in May, while, in a rare oc-

currence, Uruguay was the third largest importing 

country that month. At just under seven MMBF 

through May, Uruguay shipped 84% more hard-

wood lumber to the US compared to the same 

point in 2025.

Healthy imports of European Oak for high-end 

residential projects continued in May, with the 

vast majority coming from France. Beech and 

White Oak remain the leading temperate species 

imported to the US. Overall temperate imports 

were up to 35.4 MMBF through May, marking a 

13% rise over 2025 numbers.

(See tables on US imports of hardwood 

lumber by species and country on page 2).

Hardwood Plywood Imports

US imports of hardwood plywood totalled $84.4 

million in May, a 3% increase from April. Though 

the second-highest monthly total in 2026, the 

number is a significant decrease from the $127.7 

million worth of hardwood plywood that flowed 

into the United States in May 2025.

The chief reason for the drop-off in hardwood 

plywood imports is Department of Commerce an-

ti-dumping and countervailing duties, which have 

been in place since late last year. Down 78% and 

83%, respectively, over the last 12 months, Indo-

nesia and Vietnam have been the two hardest-hit 

supplying countries, though both did register 

increases in May over April.

“ The chief reason for the drop-off 

in hardwood plywood imports is 

Department of Commerce anti-

dumping and countervailing 

duties, which have been in place 

since late last year. ”

Monthly US Import Values of Tropical and Temperate 

Hardwood Lumber from non-Canadian Sources

FROM NON-CANADIAN SOURCES  |  Million US Dollars

© 2026 HMR: It is illegal to photocopy, reproduce, 

sell, publish, broadcast, or transmit this publication 

in any way, in whole or in part, without the express 

written permission of the owner.

Source: US International Trade Commission

Graph: HMR
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For most of the last month, West Africa has been pum-

melled by torrential rain that has led to widespread flood-

ing, dozens of deaths, and millions of dollars of damage 

to infrastructure.
Given major hardwood exporters like Ghana and Ivory 

Coast are among the hardest hit, the impacts to the West 

African lumber trade have been notable. Several import-

ers told HMR/Fastmarkets that logging of African Mahog-

any in many areas has ground to a halt, presenting poten-

tial supply problems later this year.

Volume 11Issue 7July 2026

Tropical Value +33% YTD 2026 vs. 2025

Temperate Value -3% YTD 2026 vs. 2025

Lead Story:African Flooding Headlines 
Challenging Month as Hardwood 
Importers Deal with Weather, War, 
and More Customs Agents

By Ben Stanley

US Imports of Beech, from non-Canadian sourcesClick Here

C U R R E N T T R E N D S
US imports of White Oak from Europe are on pace to reach21.8 MMBFthis year, up from last year’s record 14.9 MMBF.

The average  US on-highway  diesel fuel price onJuly 13 was$4.80,up $0.22 from  a week before.

continue
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