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Abstract

Increased demand for timber in Uganda has caused scarcity of the earlier "well-known" and

commonly used tree species in the furniture industry, leading to a shift to non-traditional tree

species. A study was therefore conducted between September 2004 and December 2005 in

Masaka District, with the objectives of determining the "non-traditional" tree species used in

the furniture industry and the reasons for their choice. Sixty furniture workshops were surveyed

in five divisions of Masaka Municipality. Data were collected using questionnaires and

ethnographic styled interviews.  The SPSS and Excel computer programmes were used to

determine percentage use of the various tree species in the furniture industry.  It was found that

Xylopia eminii, Grivellia robusta, Jacaranda mimosfolia, Artocarpous heterophyllus,

Mangifera indica, Coffea robusta and Ficus natelensis were the most used "non-traditional"

tree species. These species were chosen because they were strong, available, cheap, preferred

by customers, had nice finished appearance and could easily be worked with the available

technology. The increasing use of these "non-traditional" tree species especially those that

produce edible fruits such as Mangifera indica and Artocarpous heterophyllus is a threat to

the sustainability of rural livelihoods. There is need to undertake research on the long-term

performance of perishable species such as A. heterophylus in the furniture industry. Fast

growing tree species such as Pinus caribea should be planted to cater for the increasing

demand of furniture products. Provenance trials on most imported species earlier mentioned

such, as Khaya spp need to be carried out to verify their growth potentials in the district.

Introduction

The ever-increasing population in sub-Saharan

Africa has caused numerous development

strains and pressures to the forest resources.

For instance in Uganda the population grew at

an average annual rate of 3.4% between 1991

and 2002 (UBOS, 2001). This has been

accompanied by increased standards of living

and demand for timber for furniture.

Consequently, the furniture industry is shifting

from the use of the ‘well-known’ timber species

to ‘non-traditional’ species (Kityo and

Plumpture, 1997). Non-traditional species in this

context is understood to mean the tree species

that are recent in the furniture industry in

Uganda. The shift is partly due to increasing

unavailability and cost of the “well-known”

tree species such as Chlorophora sp and

Khaya sp. Mugabi (2002) found that few

potential timber tree species were harvested,

processed and utilised from different natural

forests in Uganda. With the increasing scarcity

of well-known tree species, non-traditional tree

species such as Ficus natelensis, Mangifera

indica and others were being used in furniture

making unlike in the past where use was

concentrated on ‘valuable’ species such as the
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such as Podocarpous latifolius, Funtumia

elastica and Trichilia dregeana are gradually

replacing the earlier listed ‘superior’ ones

(Kityo and Plumptre, 1997).

The majority of furniture industries the world

over do not absorb a large volume of wood

but they do influence local wood markets and

provide a source of competition. The

advantages of such enterprises, often

employing from three to ten persons, is their

great flexibility in adapting production to local

market demand (Strykowski, 1994). In addition,

the investment required for the start-up of

such firms is relatively small and therefore

represents an opportunity for local

entrepreneurs without access to foreign

capital.  Therefore timber users need to be made

aware of the various tree species that are

currently used for furniture making. This will

stimulate further research to investigate the

long-term suitability of such species in the

furniture industry. This will probably ensure

that the market has a basis to accept such non-

traditional species and the products there of.

This study therefore determined the non-

traditional tree species used in the furniture

industry in Masaka district and the reasons

for their choice.

Study Area

The study was conducted in Masaka district

in southern Uganda along the shores of Lake

Victoria. It lies between latitudes 0 to 08o N and

longitudes 32 to 32o E.  Rakai District borders it

in the southwest and west, Kalangala District

in the east and west, Mpigi District in the north

and Sembabule District in the Northeast. The

district covers an area of about 10611km2 of

which 405.85 km2 is land under forest cover.

Thirty per cent of the district’ land is covered

by water and swamps (Rwabwogo, 1998). The

vegetation cover is about 6.83% gazetted forest

estate including, Central Forest reserves and

Local Forest Reserves. The district is rich in

tree species diversity (Katende, et. al. 1995).

The dominant species are Maesopsis eminii,

Eucalyptus spp, Newtonia spp, Podocarpus

spp, Lovoa spp, and Funtumia spp. Over 120

mahoganies. The increasing use of non-

traditional tree species such as Artocapus

heterophylus however threatens food security

among other concerns.

It should also be noted that selection of a

specific non-traditional tree species among the

many depends on one or a combination of

factors such as strength, cost, availability,

experience and policy considerations.

Continued use of non-traditional tree species

is a positive move towards sustainable

utilisation of forests since it provides an

avenue for increasing the diversity and volume

of prime timbers for utilisation. According to

Thelandersson and Hansson (1999) wood has

significant variation in its properties both

between and within timber elements. Wood is

a hygroscopic material, it loses or gains moisture

depending on the atmospheric temperature and

relative humidity of the environment in which it

is used (Tsoumis, 1991).

FAO (1967) stated that wood use was bound

to change from simple fuel wood consumption

to furniture production and that furniture

would take over the use of most sawn wood. It

further forecasted that sawn wood

requirements, furniture inclusive, would rise

proportionately with GDP rise for African

countries. FAO publications in the sequence

(1980-1990) display a steady increase in the

utilization of wood for furniture stating specific

applications such as planed wood, finger

jointing, tongue and groove, V-jointed and

bended or chamfered, all being types of

furniture constructions. Tack (1958) noted that

the level of timber production had risen by 50%

and attached the rise to class 3 and 4 tree

species, which were furniture use classes. He

emphasised an increase in the variety of the

tree species in the furniture industry. In the

1950s Chlorophora excelsa, Khaya

anthotheca, Cynometra alexandri, Maesopsis

eminii and Entandophragma angolense were

the most used tree species. Recent national

trends show that such species are no longer

readily available on the market and thus their

limited use. The non-traditional tree species
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km2 of land is covered with arable crops

(DANIDA, 2002). The population is about

876,474 people of which 50.24% are male. About

89% of the district’s population live in the rural

areas (Rwabwogo, 1998). The district has a

population density of 125 people/km2 and a

growth rate of 2.5% per year (UBOS, 2001).

Agriculture is the main economic activity

providing about 74.3% of the district’s revenue.

Others economic activities include trading in a

range of merchandise, timber inclusive, wood

processing, cottage and fishing. Masaka

district has very few trees to satisfy its ever-

growing furniture industry (Plumptre and

Carvalho, 1991). Sixty percent of the tree

species are obtained out of the district. The

district at large has no sound natural forest or

plantation forest that can meet its timber

demands save for a few small private reserves.

This leads to timber trafficking resulting into

high costs of furniture. On the other hand it

has led to limited conservation of biodiversity

and unsustainable management of the few

existing tree species.

Methods

A total of 60 respondents were interviewed.

Carpentry workshops adjacent to feeder roads

and streets were systematically sampled in the

four divisions of Katwe-Butego, Kimanya,

Nyendo-Senyange and Central Division in

Masaka Municipality (Figure 1). After selecting

the first carpentry workshop randomly,

subsequent carpentry workshops were

selected by skipping one after another. Data

on demographic characteristics of

respondents, tree species used, factors

affecting choice of species and furniture types

constructed were collected using semi-

structured questionnaires. Key informant

interviews were also conducted with District

Forest Officers (DFOs), timber dealers, National

Forestry Authority (NFA) to validate the

information from carpenters. Participant

observation was also used to verify and

validate the information generated from

questionnaires and key informant interviews.

Secondary data about the furniture industry

and species local and scientific names were

obtained from reports and publications.

Qualitative data was analysed descriptively.

Figure 1: Location of Masaka Municipality, Masaka District
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Results

Tree Species Used in the Furniture Industry

A total of 38 tree species was used in the

furniture industry in Masaka municipality

(Table 1). Maesopsis eminni was the most

frequently used tree species registering a

percentage use of 14.7%. Lovoa trichiliodes,

Funtumia elastica, Entandrophragma

angolense and Podocarpus latifolius were also

frequently used. Non-traditional tree species

such as Xylopia eminii, Grivellia robusta,

Jacaranda mimosfolia, Artocarpous

heterophyllus, Mangifera indica, Coffea

robusta and Ficus natelensis were also used

for making furniture. Carpenters most frequently

used Maesopsis eminii, Lovoa trichiliodes,

Milicia excelsa and Podocarpous latifolius for

making various types of furniture (Table 1). We

noted that in addition to its good qualities, M.

eminii was used most because it is readily

available and relatively cheap to the carpenters.

Local Name Botanical name Well-known Non-traditional Percentage

(Traditionally Species Responses

used Species) (%)

Musizi Maesopsis eminii ü 14.7
Nkoba Lovoa trichiliodes ü 9.0
Nkago Funtumia elastica ü 8.7
Mukusu Entandophragma angolense ü 8.7
Podo Podocarpus latifolius ü 7.5
Nsagalanyi Xylopia eminii ü 5.8
Sekoba Trichilia dregeana ü 4.9
Mpewere Newtonia buchananii ü 4.6
Munyama Khaya grandifolia ü 4.3
Mvule Milicia excelsa ü 3.8
Kalitunsi Eucalyptus grandis ü 3.5
Mahogany Khaya anthotheca ü 3.2
Nkunya Minilkara cuneifolia ü 2.6
Muwafu Canarium schweinfurthii ü 1.7
Kirundu Antiaris toxicaria ü 1.7
Nkalati Chrysophyllum albidum 1.7
Mugavu Albizia coriaria ü 1.4
Mwasa Beilschmiedia ugandensis ü 1.4
Musambya Markhamia lutea ü 1.2
Mugu Tripezium madagascarensis ü 1.2
Katoma Ficus sp ü 1.2
Ffene Artocapus heterophylus ü 0.9
Settaala Polyscias fulva ü 0.9
Cyprus Cupressus lusitanica ü 0.6
Munaba Pycnanthus angolensis ü 0.6
Nongo Albizia gummifera ü 0.6
Kabandagala NA ü 0.6
Greveria Grivellia robusta ü 0.3
Jacaranda Jacaranda mimosfolia ü 0.3
Nkuzanyana Blighia unijugata ü 0.3
Mumwanyi Coffea robusta ü 0.3
Musasa Sapium elipticum ü 0.3
Muyembe Mangifera indica ü 0.3
Pine Pinus caribea ü 0.3
Mutuba Ficus natalensis ü 0.3
Mukebu Cordia millennii ü 0.3
Oak NA ü 0.3
Muyovu Uapaca guineense ü 0.3

NA = Not Available

Table 1: Tree species used in the furniture industry in Masaka District (N = 60)
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