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in Vietnam continues to march forward. According to

one Vietnamese government source, exports of wood
products — mainly furniture — in 2012 were valued at US$3.4
billion, up 18 per cent from 2011. This was projected to rise
a further 4 per cent for 2013. Many China-based furniture
factories have also been setting up in Vietnam, but what about
the wood flooring manufacturing sector?

According to a recent statement from Vietfores — the forest
products association based in Hanoi: “Vietnamese furniture
has been made available over 120 countries, and the US is
rated as the consumer sharing 41 per cent of Vietnamese
furniture exports, followed by the EU at 28 per cent and Japan
at 13 per cent. Vietnam is also the largest furniture exporter
in Southeast Asia and the Vietnamese wood industry is in the
process of negotiating a Voluntary Partnership Agreement
(VPA) with the EU.” Unlike the wood furniture industry which
is still dominated by Taiwanese investors — estimated to

There is little doubt that the wood processing industry
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control more than half of all production — the flooring industry
is dominated by Vietnamese nationals spread quite evenly
across the country from North to South. They range from
large to small producers and vary in their sales: from mainly
export to domestic-market-only suppliers. Having said that,
there is anecdotal evidence that flooring manufacturers are
increasingly turning away from exports and turning towards
domestic sales, especially since the 2008 global crisis, which
badly affected many western flooring markets. The rise of the
tourist and leisure industries in Vietnam and increased interest
in design and changing lifestyles have been market drivers for
real hardwood flooring locally.

Nobody seems quite sure about the number of wood
flooring plants in Vietnam, but there appears to be at least a
dozen significant plants — most of which are around Saigon,
in the South, with a few in Hanoi/Haiphong, and some in
Central Vietnam.

Flooring plants in Vietnam also vary hugely in capability,
from basic sawmilling of logs and the production of solid
flooring, to plants that produce sophisticated engineered
flooring, which is held in high regard in a number of prime
markets — notably Japan. The contrasts are remarkable in
the sense that some plants are old with outdated, mainly
Taiwanese equipment in need of repair and maintenance;
whereas others use state-of-the-art German, Austrian and
Italian woodworking machinery, which are able to produce
high quality products sold to key export markets. There are
also variations in the species popular in the North and South of
Vietnam; American Oak is the predominant imported species
in the South, while Ash is the preferred species in the North.
However, local and regional (Cambodian and Laotian) species
are still central to the wood flooring industry at this stage. In

Local spegies flooring
made pear Saigon
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both cases, American Walnut is also sought after, especially
for export to the Japanese market, which seems to be one of
the favourite destinations for Viethamese production. Given the
strict quality specification demanded by Japanese importers,
this in itself is an indication of what can be produced, by what
is essentially a sunrise industry.

The wood flooring industry may be very small, but it is
extremely diverse. However, given Vietham's population of
90 million, which has an increasing standard of living, the
domestic market could expand quickly, in addition to the
possibility of export opportunities opening up for Vietnamese
producers. There is a very long way to go, when compared
with China’s floor manufacturing capacity, but there are at
least signs of growth in Vietnam. Recent visits there revealed
a great disparity between the different manufacturers in terms
of type and quality, as well as the choices offered. Some start
with sawing logs — both local and imported species — and
work their way towards producing solid flooring. Other plants
import certified Russian Birch plywood as substrate for their
engineered flooring with a wide range of face material on offer.

The Vietnamese government wishes to reduce dependence
on imported wood and place greater emphasis on local
wood sources, for reasons like saving on foreign currency,
developing rural jobs and for the drive towards fibre self-
sufficiency. The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development
(MARD) has approved some forestry re-structuring to increase
forest land and encourage commercial production. This policy
could have implications for the flooring industry by encouraging
investment in engineered flooring using local plantation
substrate materials, and minimising the need for importing high
volumes of logs and lumber for solid wood flooring, which is still
the norm for domestic consumption where real wood is used.

It is unlikely that Vietnam could ever catch up to either the
western industrial nations in wood flooring production — as
they have done in furniture — or other ASEAN countries such
as Malaysia or Indonesia, which is partly due to a lack of raw
material. One Vietnamese commentator suggested that “the
main reason the flooring industry isn’t developing as well as the
furniture industry is because the furniture manufacturing has
higher added value that compensates for the higher costs of
imported wood, while flooring manufacturing has lower added
value, so, Vietham’s only advantage of low labour costs can’t
make up for other costs.” Nevertheless, the expected growth
of the local market is likely to encourage further investment
in Vietnam's wood flooring industry.
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