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State of play

• Focus on tropical timbers – likely most uncontrolled 
extraction

• Genomic technologies ready to deliver 
• Regulations in place with major consumer markets
• Agreements taking shape between consumer-producer

• But, time pressure is high
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Challenges

Diversity & the taxonomic gap

Legality & spatial structure gap

Implementation gap



Principal Objective: management of illegal trade

What constitutes illegality?

• Trade of species other than designated
• Sourcing of individuals outside legally designated zone
• [Sourcing of individuals within designated zone but 

outside limits]

Objectives of DNA forensic methods:
• Species ID
• Tracing to origin
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Challenge: species diversity

• Number of tree species in tropics 35000-50000
• Number of Amazonian tree species estimated at 7-11000
• Ways to prioritise:

Hans ter Steege et al. Science 2013;342:1243092



Challenge: taxonomic gap

• New species still being described
• Last year - 2000 plant species, including;
•

• 10 new species of Trichilia (Meliaceae)
• 5 new species of Dalbergia from Gabon
• new Brazilian genus

• Even well-known and traded species insufficiently 
characterised; Caesalpinia echinata reclassified

• Also have species complexes, cryptic species, hybrids



Cedrela odorata

• 1981 - 1 widespread, 
variable species

• 2010: 17+ species, 
inc.
• Complexes
• Cryptic species
• Hybrids



Solutions ?

• Support taxonomy but find ways to accelerate species 
descriptions

• Boost reference collections – accelerate by mandatory 
sample provision linked to authority to log?

• Adjust legal approach to deal with reality that species 
have ‘fuzzy edges’
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Tropical tree ecology

• Species diverse forests
• Low density species
• Highly dispersive

• Population structure 
a function of dispersal ability (+ 
history, ecology, geography)

• ‘Populations’ may (likely)
extend large distances

Seed - 100s meters

Pollen - kilometers
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(not) An ideal world

Population ?
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Challenge: structure and forest concession

• Latin America: concession avg 5-10,000 ha
• Africa: > 100,000 ha
• Asia: 10s – 000s ha

Average size forest concessions Central Africa, FAO 2016



Solutions ?

• Revise concession approach to mirror genetic structure

• (would also dovetail nicely with proposed FGR 
conservation strategies)
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Challenge: implementation gap

• Urgent need for controls within producer countries

• Capacity & characterisation of resources limited

• Major investment and support necessary to establish 
and maintain capacity




