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FAIRWOOD – THE PROPOSAL 
 
 
 
As the operational energy and water efficiency of buildings has improved over recent decades, the 
materials used to construct and upgrade buildings remain as the dominant life cycle environmental 
impact of the urban environment. When we select materials for building construction, our choice of 
timber products is potentially the most environmentally impacting with respect to our natural heritage 
(its ecological resources and bio-diversity) and impending climate change (atmospheric carbon, wildfire 
risk, etc). 
 
The Mullum Creek project1 has provided me with the opportunity to compile and regularly update a list 
of wood products (construction and landscape timbers, manufactured timber products and firewood) 
available for use in Victoria (see attachment 1) which we regard as environmentally and socially 
responsible (ESR) in accordance with the rigorous principles and criteria that we have established (see 
attachment 2). 
 
Some of this ESR timber is readily available from big retailers (Bunnings, Bowens, etc).  It includes 
seasoned pine framing reliant on high volume turnover sourced from Australia and New Zealand 
(scantlings, engineered beams, board and panel panel products) as well as a wide range of pine based 
doors, trims and mouldings. 
 
What the big retailers don’t do well though is to supply ESR timbers (hardwoods in particular) for 
claddings, flooring, decking and joinery2.  These are high value products, and represent a slice of the 
timber industry that under dominant business as usual is doing the most serious environmental and 
social damage – in the felling of slow grown native and exotic trees from mixed forest with high 
ecological value both in Australia and abroad.  Big and small merchants of these hardwoods customarily 
have little understanding of or deliberately mislead the customer on the source and sustainability 
credentials of their product.  And sadly, product substitution is now also creeping into the retail practice 
of some ‘recycled/reclaimed/salvaged’ timber merchants. 
 
 

																																																								
1	Mullum Creek is a private commercial/philanthropic environmentally sensitive housing project in Donvale VIC. It has applied a 
range of widely accepted environmental design principles and objectives to achieve excellent and integrated environmental 
outcomes across the estate through innovative master-planning and landscape design, and rigorous housing design guidelines 
coupled with extraordinary design support for new lot owners. The project is working hard to address some core weaknesses in 
the implementation of accepted environmental standards and to advance more rigorous and holistic thinking in this regard. It 
has developed and supported new material/product supply lines and construction detail to improve environmental performance 
of housing and residential subdivisions in a future challenged by climate change as well as resource and bio-diversity loss. The 
project also contributes freely to the knowledge commons on environmental design, via its website (mullumcreek.com.au), 
articles in magazines, public presentations and the like.	
2	AUS/NZ seasoned pine product, for internal use, or treated (but without highly toxic chemicals such as CCA) for external use,  
would be an exception here.	
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Fortunately a number of small farm foresters and salvage sawmillers located across rural parts of 
Australia and New Zealand are growing and processing these same high value timbers in a responsible 
way.  But being so small and geographically dispersed, many are struggling to find, sell and deliver to 
a market that fully appreciates their product. 
 
Meanwhile through both urban and rural Australia there is now an emerging demographic that ‘thinks 
green’, buys organic food, and wants to build with ‘sustainable’ materials.  In Melbourne this 
demographic is concentrated around the inner northern and eastern suburbs, where the most well 
known and loved community hub is CERES Community Environment Park (ceres.org.au) in East 
Brunswick. Over some 35 years now CERES has nurtured a sensibility for environmental and social 
justice. 
 
Then there is a growing number of environmentally and socially conscious architects and builders 
serving this Green demographic of not only home owners, but also developers, local Councils, 
businesses and community organisations.  Whilst these professionals are keen to specify ESR timbers, 
they usually lack the time and wherewithal to keep abreast of what’s genuine, what’s readily available 
and where.   
 
And for builders operating in these circles, the adage ‘time is money’ still prevails. They resent 
specifications for materials that are slow or difficult to source. 
 
Getting back to CERES, its FairFood enterprise (ceresfairfood.org.au) is an online organic grocer and 
carbon neutral food delivery service that buys healthy sustainably grown food from local farmers and 
artisans at a very fair price, and delivers this to families in Melbourne that share the CERES sensibility 
for a good fair life.  FairFood has grown into a successful business arm of CERES, ‘a not-for-profit social 
enterprise that employs and trains a team of hard working people who haven’t always had the easiest 
time finding a job’ 3.       
 
The plan then is to explore the feasibility of CERES expanding this social enterprise to also retail ESR 
timber products from small farm foresters and salvage sawmillers to the CERES demographic, through 
a new business arm FairWood.  The thought is to trade in high value timber claddings, flooring, decking 
and joinery wood, as well as landscape timbers and firewood.  
 
Landscape timbers and firewood are product lines, the sourcing of which under dominant business as 
usual, is also causing disproportionate degradation to sensitive and bio-diverse ecologies.  And though 
they are of lesser value, they can be stored externally at a lower holding cost.  For landscape timbers 
there is also a current captive market in the Mullum Creek development. 
 
As an adjunct to its retailing of ESR wood products, FairWood could also serve as a timber broker, 
providing architects and builders with ESR timber specifications. As agreed it could follow up with a 
timber quantification, ordering and delivery service.  For larger orders, timber would be sourced from 
FairWood warehouse stock, directly from FairWood suppliers, or from wholesalers stocking high volume 
ESR product that FairWood cannot viably. The bottom line would be that the customer is assured supply 
of the most environmentally and socially responsible timber FairWood can source, according to its core 
purpose - to afford the CERES community a robust and transparent brand of timber stewardship.  
 
Finally we hope that FairWood can give a leg up to small farm foresters and salvage sawmillers who 
are doing the right thing producing true ESR timbers, and can educate the community on working and 
living with wood, this gift of nature that needs and deserves our respect and care.  
 
 
 
Paul Haar Architect                                                                                                                20 July 2016 

																																																								
3	From CERES FairFood website	


