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TALKING TIMBER 

INNOVATION IMPERATIVES 

There has never been a better time to be involved in research 
for the further development of wood, says Graham Ormondroyd 

About 15 years ago my career 
as a wood scientist was nearly 
over before it started. I was told 
at a conference, by the head of a 
national research funding stream 
tha t he did not want to see 
anymore proposals about timber: 
it was not new; it was not novel; 
there ce rtainly was no innova tion 
to be done; it is a sunset material. 
This nea rly broke me, to be told 
that the area that I had studied, 
and now was supporting a 
research team in, had no future 

nearly led me to throwing in the towel and following so many 
of my forestry and wood scie nce undergraduate colleagues 
into banking. 

Well , spring forward to the present day and l am so glad that l 
didn't. It seems that timber is go in g to save the planet - building 
with timber and sequestering carbon into the long-term storage 
that the built environment can provide is one of the approaches 
being ta ken to achieve a carbon neutral Britain by 2050 and aid 
in the slowing of climate change, as was recently highlighted in 
a report by Bangor University commissioned by the Committee 
on Climate Change and now the fabu lous Wood CO, ts less 
campaign from Wood for Good. 

Recently, I had the privi lege of being co nfere nce chair at the 
IOMJ 's Timber 2020 (see pp75-77) and I was heartened to see, 
not only high quali ty papers from across the UK and beyond but 
also that the audience had grown considerably from previous 
years - the words I heard J 5 years ago have consequently been 
ringing in my ea rs, • ... a sunset material' ·no innovation to be 
done' leading to the inevitable ques tion: ' ls this stilJ the case?'. 

For me. I feel that there has never been a more significant time 
for innovation - in both timber as a material and the industry 
- to take place, although the recognition of timber as a pillar in 
the fight aga inst climate change comes as both a bless ing and a 
curse. The recognition will lead to a greater demand for timber, 
from multiple secto rs, and this demand will lead to higher prices, 
but will that timber be able to fulfil its role as Jong-term carbon 
storage in an enviro nment which in itself is evo lving through 
climate change? 

A recent paper in the journal Scientific Repo rt by my 
colleague Simon Curling brought together, for the first time, 
a model that predicts the likelihood of timber to decay due to 
climat ic conditions and the UK government's predictions on 
climate change. The warmer days and increase in yearly rain 
events pred icted owin g to climate change lead to a greater 
chance of decay and ultimately the premature rel ease of carbon 
back into the at mosphere. If we couple this with externa lities 
such as the bann ing of some wood preservatives and the eroding 
of usable fire retardants it seems obvious that innova tion and 
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a knowledge of our mate rial is essential to 
preventing the deterioration of bui ldings and 
ensuring their being fit for purpose fo r many 
years to come. 

In answer to the inevitable qu estion -
, lo oki ng beyond the negative impact of 

Covid-19 - there has never been a better time 
to be involved in research for the further 

, development of wood. The UK government 
is current ly funding research both for short 

, term 'green recovery· and for the longer-term 
aspiration of Net Zero by 2050. The timber 
trade and industry can be ins trumental in this 
by acknowledging their role and supporting 
resea rch and innovation by working with 
the academ ic community, through the 
government backed funds, to make ideas a 
rea li ty and wood enhanced to perform long 
in to that sustainable future. ■ 
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