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Tropical Forest Destruction for children books 

An investigation about the presence of tropical timbers in German childrens books 

The global consumption of paper has been growing at a steady rate for years and has quadrupled since 1960. At the present time, about half of the commercially harvested wood worldwide is turned into paper. 10 % of the world’s population, i.e. Western Europe and North America, consume more than half of the worldwide supply of paper. Part of that ends up as books on the world market and also in Germany. The wood for the necessary pulp comes partially from non-sustainable forest management or even from illegal logging. In other words, the production of books contributes to the destruction of natural habitats of animal and plant species, to climate change and to human rights violations amongst the local population. The destruction and degradation of forests account for approximately 20 % of global greenhouse gas emissions.

More and more books bought here are manufactured abroad, particularly in Asia. With these products there is a particularly high risk that the wood used is from illegal logging, since the Chinese paper industry has close ties with the Indonesian paper industry, which continues to be notorious for large‑scale tropical forest destruction in Indonesia. The relocation of production has been particularly rapid within the children’s book sector. The WWF therefore tested a number of children’s books from Southeast Asia for traces of tropical wood. The results are sobering: 

In 19 out of the 51 children’s books tested there were significant traces of tropical wood present. The types of wood found do not typically occur in plantations but rather in natural and tropical forests. Furthermore, extensive destruction of tropical forest by the Indonesian paper industry, now expanding into China, has been a well-known fact for years and continues to be a tragic reality. The logical conclusion is that for those books which tested positive for tropical wood, natural tropical forest was almost certainly destroyed or even cleared.

In this sense, the WWF is convinced that the conservation of forests as a natural resource should be a matter of course for children’s books in particular, since the actual consumers of the books, namely children, will be especially affected by non-sustainable book production. It is therefore rather ironic that one of the books in which the WWF found tropical wood fibres reads: “We are writing this in the year 2805. The human race has left planet Earth… nothing grows here any more…”

In 2008, German publishing houses for children and young people reported significant growth, although production WITHIN Germany fell during the same period. The apparent contradiction is explained by the fact that book production is increasingly being relocated to Southeast Asia. In 2008, Germany imported 121,460 tons of books at a value of 572 million euros, with China being the most important country of origin. More than a third of books imported to Germany come from there, including the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. That amounts to approximately 41 thousand tons of paper. In addition to this, books are being imported from other Asian countries. Within the last 10 years, the amount of books coming from Asia has quintupled and the amount coming from China has even increased tenfold. The relocation of production to Asia by German publishers is particularly striking with regard to children’s picture books. In this sector, 62 % of imported picture books are from China (including Hong Kong). 

The Chinese paper industry now plays the dominant role in the global pulp trade. After the USA, China is the largest buyer of pulp. Almost 17 % of pulp on the world market is exported to China. 50 % of pulp exports from Indonesia and Russia – critical countries of origin concerning forest destruction and illegal logging – go to China. Pulp in Indonesia is produced mainly by the two large companies Asia Pulp & Paper (APP) and Asia Pacific Resources International Holdings (APRIL). According to WWF estimates, a significant part of the wood used for pulp production at APP comes from the destruction of natural forests and not from plantations. Using the example of APP, the largest pulp and paper group in Indonesia, and its parent company Sinar Mas, it can be shown within a group of companies how the Indonesian rain forest is processed into finished books that are “made in China”. The subsidiary company Gold East Paper in China gets the pulp from the Indonesian APP works for the manufacture, among other things, of paper for book printing. The Chinese paper processing company Yalong Paper Products, another company within the Sinar Mas Group, processes the paper into picture and drawing books, among other things.

APP and its suppliers, who are incidentally also a part of the Sinar Mas Group, are responsible for 40 % of the entire forest destruction in the province of Riau alone, which is located on the Indonesian Island of Sumatra. This island is one of the richest ecosystems in the world. Species such as the orangutan, the Sumatran tiger and the Sumatran elephant are threatened with extinction by the destruction of their habitat and the rainforest. The destruction of the rainforest in Indonesia has global ecological consequences as this causes a gigantic production of greenhouse gases and contributes significantly to global warming. In the Indonesian province of Riau alone, deforestation is producing more CO2 per year than the one of the Netherlands – with an upward trend. 

Even for those books printed in Germany, the wood from which the paper is made only seldom comes from domestic sources. In 2008, Germany imported more than 5.4 million tons of graphic paper. For the 8.3 million tons of graphic paper which were manufactured in Germany, 80 % of the pulp required had to be imported. The origin of the pulp and the wood used in its manufacture is unclear. According to foreign trade statistics, the Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Brazil are the main countries from which Germany imports its pulp. However, no pulp is manufactured in the Netherlands. Instead, the pulp is imported by boat into Dutch ports from other countries such as Brazil and Indonesia, and then re-exported to other European countries such as Germany. 

Thus, for an increasingly large proportion of books sold in Germany, it is likely that rainforests such as those in Indonesia or tropical forests and other ecologically sensitive forests in Russia or Canada are being destroyed for their manufacture. This risk is particularly high with books coming from Southeast Asia. 

What, then, according to the WWF, is the solution? And what is responsible book production? In general, as much recycled paper as possible should be used in the manufacture of paper, since the manufacture of recycled paper saves large amounts of energy (and therefore CO2), water and chemicals compared to the manufacture of virgin fibre paper. Sustainable book production can only be assured by seamless and credible supply chain certification. According to the WWF and other environmental associations, this is at present only guaranteed by the international forest certification of the FSC (Forest Stewardship Council). With its WWF Paper Scorecard, the WWF has developed a user‑friendly instrument with which publishing houses and other buyers of paper can assess the ecological footprint of paper and adapt their production to the paper variety with the least environmental impact. The publishing houses have the power within the market to influence the paper industry and to introduce the development of new environmentally friendly printing paper with as high a proportion as possible of recycled fibres and FSC-certified virgin fibres.

For environmentally and forest‑friendly book production the WWF calls on publishing houses to work together to:

· use recycled paper and paper with a high recycled content

· use FSC certified paper or pulp if virgin fibres are required

· give priority to bleached products that are totally chlorine-free (TCF) 

· use the WWF Paper Scorecard to find the most environmentally friendly alternative for a given product
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