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WORKING 
WITH  

TIMBER

PLANTING FOR 
THE FUTURE
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Handcrafting heirloom-quality 
furniture is all in a day’s  
work for Tasmania’s Laura 

McCusker, who has built a world-class 
reputation for timeless designs that 
showcase the natural beauty of  
local sustainable timbers.

‘I would rather my work not be 
dictated by trends,’ she says. 

‘I don’t believe there’s a new look 
every season and you have to change 
your wardrobe and your furniture,  
as if we can actually sustain such  
fast consumption.’

Laura is mindful of creating 
affordable pieces that are easily 
shipped mainland or overseas, 
depending on where the client lives, 
and is particular about choosing the 
right timber for each project.

She rarely stains timber, using oil  
to reveal the grain and seal the surface. 

‘I like to use Tasmanian oak. It’s 
sustainably managed, well-seasoned, 
consistently available and great value. 
Sustainability is something everyone 
has to be aware of and it’s just part of 
my practice,’ says Laura.   

WORDS MONICA NYE

Buying and using sustainable timber 
is now easy thanks to Australia’s latest 
stand against illegal logging
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BEST PRACTICE DESIGN
Sydney interior architect Natalie 
McDonald of Look Interior Design 
(lookinterior.com.au) recommends 
sustainable timber to clients for 
renovations and new builds.

‘Designers have a moral obligation 
to assist clients to make informed 
choices about not only the source of 
the timber product, but also the finish 
applied to the timber, to make sure  
we have minimal impact on our 
environment,’ says Natalie.

Natalie cites flooring as one of the 
main areas where it’s good to go green, 
as we use so much timber flooring in 
Australia, but says it’s also important 
to consider how we finish our timber.

‘I’d never use a polyurethane finish 
as it’s high maintenance and toxic. 
Instead I’d choose an oiled, smoked  
or limed finish where the timber 
naturally patinas with use rather than 
requiring resanding and reapplying 
polyurethane every few years.’

Her current favourite products 
include reclaimed timber flooring and 

multicoloured strand woven bamboo. 
‘I’ve used it for furniture with an oiled 
finish and it comes up looking amazing. 
Nobody can believe it’s bamboo.’

SHOPPING SMART
In the past it’s been 
difficult for renovators  
or DIYers to be sure that 
the timber they or their 
builder is buying has been 
legally logged.

To help solve the problem, 
Australia recently joined the  
US and the European Union in 
pioneering tough new legislation  
to clamp down on illegal logging.

The Illegal Logging Prohibition Bill 
2012 means only legally sourced timber 
products can be sold here, a critical 
step towards a sustainable global 
logging industry and the prevention 
of illegal logging in rainforests.

The law will take up to two years 
to implement and then all the timber 
stocked by your local hardware store is 
guaranteed to be properly sourced.   
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Well-managed plantation forests 
can meet our needs without 
significant environmental impact.

Tasmanian furniture creator Laura 
McCusker uses sustainable timber to  
build products that are designed to last.
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INVESTING IN THE FUTURE
The bill, passed in parliament  
last November, follows a decade  
of Greenpeace lobbying and has  
been supported by organisations  
such as Bunnings.

Greenpeace Forest Campaigner 
Reece Turner told Handyman, ‘The 
Illegal Logging Prohibition Bill makes 
it a criminal offence to import timber 
or timber products that come from 
illegal logging in another country 
outside of Australia.

‘Importers who do this can  
receive quite hefty fines, hundreds of 
thousands of dollars, and jail time.’ 

Reece says illegal logging destroys 
the environment and livelihoods,  
and deprives countries and their 
governments of legitimate tax revenue.

‘Some of the main offending 
countries where illegal timber felling 
takes place include Papua New Guinea, 
the Solomon Islands and Indonesia. 
They all have huge challenges in trying 
to control illegal logging,’ he says.

An estimated $400 million worth 
of timber products is currently 
imported into Australia each year. 

Less timber means costs will 
increase by an estimated two to five 
per cent, but it’s a small price to pay 
for an ethical logging industry and a 
way to encourage timber recycling.

‘China is the world’s largest 
importer but it’s also a key place 
where raw, unprocessed timber goes to 
be made into products like outdoor 
furniture, decking and the like, 
which are products at the highest 
risk of using illegally logged timber.’
TIP Reece says recycling is one of the 
best ways to support a sustainable 
timber industry. Visit the Good Wood 
Guide at goodwoodguide.org.au.

The facts
Buying illegally logged timber may 
save money in the short term but  
the costs to the industry and the 
environment are significant.
n About $60 billion worth of timber 
is illegally logged each year globally.
n An estimated 9% of current 
Australian timber imports have  
been illegally logged. 

n Illegal logging is a major driver  
of global deforestation, which is 
responsible for approximately  
20% of the world’s greenhouse gas 
emissions and is a primary cause  
of biodiversity loss. 
n The practice promotes corruption 
and also impedes sustainable 
development in some of the world’s 
most impoverished countries.
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Illegal logging may be a global issue 
but there are local solutions. 
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