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KEY TAKEAWAYS

Timber and other biobased materials can have a positive impact on CO2 levels 
as they capture and store it in buildings.

In the coming years, EU legislation and regulations to limit global warming to 
well below 2-degrees means the price of CO2-intensive construction materials 
will significantly rise. 

Knowledge around mainstreaming timber in construction is growing. Increasing 
demand and the realization of projects such as HAUT in Amsterdam show that 
special and complex buildings, whether or not in combination with traditional 
building materials, can be realized with timber. Industrialisation can lead to a 
cost reduction of 30%.

The Dutch construction is largely dependent on sustainably produced European 
wood for further upscaling. At the European level, there is more than enough 
additional growth to meet the relatively small demand from the Netherlands, 
but growing global demand also has to be considered.

To make the timber revolution a reality, financiers and investors must translate 
the potential of timber construction into opportunities and returns in the long 
(instead of short) term. Capacity is needed to build up experience and to 
guarantee continuity and quality, thereby reducing potential risks and 
associated costs.
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TOWARDS A TIMBER 
REVOLUTION

To reach national climate and circular economy 
goals, the Dutch construction sector must increase 
the amount of timber it uses. The Netherlands 
aspires to be fully circular by 2050 and reduce 
material use by 50% by 2030. To get on track 
towards these goals, the nation must overhaul its 
linear activities in resource-intensive sectors, such 
as construction. Accounting for 50% of all resource 
use and 35% of CO2 emitted in the nation, the 
construction sector holds huge potential in 
boosting the circular transition. Increasing the 
usage rates of biobased materials—such as 
timber—is an essential building block.

The Dutch construction sector also faces a dual 
challenge: combining growing demands for 
affordable and high-quality housing with 
substantial CO2 emission reductions. About 80,000 
new homes per year are needed until 2030, while 
Dutch CO2 emissions have to be reduced to 49% of 
the 1999 level. 

This whitepaper creates a detailed value chain 
roadmap of how the timber construction sector can 
develop in the Netherlands. It illustrates what is 
needed to realise a ‘Timber Revolution’, in which 
traditional, CO2-intensive building materials—such 
as concrete and cement—are partly substituted 
with materials that have a far lower, or even a 
positive, effect on CO2 concentrations in the 
atmosphere. In this reality, 80% of new-home 
demand would be satisfied with timber and other 
biobased materials by 2030. But how can we get 
there? 

TWO CORE ACTION AREAS 

Our research reveals two important trends that can 
stimulate industry acceptance and increase the use 
of timber in construction to make the Timber 
Revolution a reality. However, if not engaged with 
adequately, they can also hinder timber’s uptake. 
First is the impact of climate legislation on the price 
of CO2-intensive building materials and second is 
the potential cost reductions of upscaling and 
industrialisation of the timber construction sector.

Impact of climate legislation: Policymaking on the 
Dutch and European level is important in setting 
the price of timber at a competitive level compared 
to traditional, CO2-intensive building materials. Two 
regulations in particular that aim to reduce CO2 
with respect to the construction sector will play a 
large role in 2021. Firstly, the MilieuPrestatie 
Gebouwen (MPG): a measurement that determines 
the environmental impact of materials used in 
construction, which will likely force architects and 
constructors to use materials with minimal 
environmental impact. Secondly, the Dutch CO2 tax 
and the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS) price 
will increase in the coming years. As a consequence, 
CO2-intensive building materials will become more 
expensive: up to 30% for reinforced concrete and 
115% for certain types of cement.

Upscaling and industrialisation: Timber use in the 
Netherlands is still modest compared to other 
countries, such as Germany and Austria. Recent 
projects, however, show that timber, often in 
combination with concrete or steel, is gaining 
popularity. For timber construction to be a serious 
alternative to concrete construction, it is imperative 
to further professionalise the sector rapidly. The 
industrial production of homes in a factory setting 
over a construction site can lead to a cost reduction 
of 30%, for example, while increasing the 
digitalisation of production processes can 
massively speed up delivery. Also, for successful 
upscaling, wood supply must also be taken into 
consideration and a steady supply of wood into the 
Netherlands from foreign sources must be 
established and stabilised.

FOUR SCENARIOS FOR TIMBER 
CONSTRUCTION IN 2030

Although realising the Timber Revolution scenario 
is the focus of this white paper, we have also 
devised four possible scenarios detailing the routes 
that the Dutch timber construction sector could 
take in ten years time. These are developed based 
on how the two main trends detailed above could 
materialise.

In the desired—and most optimistic—Timber 
Revolution scenario, up to 64,000 homes per year 
(80% of the demand) will be constructed with 
timber and other biobased materials by 2030. The 
materials would be sourced from the Netherlands 

as much as possible, with the remaining majority 
coming from Europe. The timber is processed into 
building materials and prefabricated buildings. This 
significant market share is the result of, on the one 
hand, a rising cost price of traditional materials and, 
on the other, a cost reduction of industrially 
produced timber houses. The employment that this 
generates is significant. Assuming that 2,000 homes 
are generated per factory, per year, more than thirty 
factories will be necessary by 2030. And this 
estimation only concerns domestic demand; the 
Netherlands is a logistics hub, meaning that the 
export of semi-finished products and building 
components can also be a significant growth 
market.

The second scenario, a Timber Evolution, would see 
large-scale investments in biobased materials—such 
as timber—take place as a result of updated laws 
and regulations. These result in the industrialisation 
of timber, resulting in a reduction of the cost price 
and improved quality. However, the impact of 
legislation has lagged. In the end, building with 
wood only increased to reach 20-30% of the total 
market; approximately 25,000 homes on an annual 
basis.

In a Timber Disappointment scenario, even though 
the demand for alternatives to CO2-intensive 
building materials increase sharply due the rising 
prices of the traditional materials, the Dutch wood 
industry has been unable to meet the spiralling 
demand. The lack of investments in the sector 
resulted in the timber construction industry still 
being small-scale and fragmented. By 2030, only 
around 10,000 homes per year (10-15%) are built 
with timber. 

In a Business as Usual scenario, the economic slump 
after the covid-19 pandemic has negatively impacted 
the investment climate in the Dutch construction 
sector. Investments in the industrialization of the 
wood industry have been few and far between. Also, 
under the influence of the lobby of the CO2-
intensive industry, Dutch and European politicians 
have weakened CO2 legislation. As a result, price 
incentives to stimulate alternative building materials 
have not materialized and the application of 
biobased materials has hardly increased since 2020. 
Only wood is used regularly, albeit for only a small 
part of the market; about 2,500 homes per year or 
2-3% of the total market demand.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF STABLE DEMAND

Our desired Timber Revolution scenario will require 
tremendous commitment. To make it a reality, 
market demand must be guaranteed—especially as 
regulations that increase the CO2 price will allow 
demand to surge. Such a constant and reliable 
demand will provide comfort to investors to finance 
the upscaling of production capacity. To facilitate 
stable market demand, we make multiple 
recommendations. Firstly, amending construction 
regulation so that wood as a building material is not 
disadvantaged with respect to existing construction 
methods. Also, ensuring that all parties in the 
construction sector are continuously updated on 
developments of the CO2 tax and MPG 
amendments, so they can anticipate future price 
fluctuations. Bundling demand for new homes 
could also be an interesting avenue: joint projects 
of 100-200 homes would create a constant demand 
over a longer period, allowing timber factories to 
invest in optimization and optimally schedule their 
production. Lastly, investors in timber construction 
factories must be given a guarantee from project 
developers that sufficient homes will be purchased 
per project. This gives investors confidence in the 
business case for timber construction factories.

SOW NOW TO HARVEST LATER

The Timber Revolution offers developers, investors, 
financiers, contractors and manufacturers 
unprecedented opportunities. That said, it will 
require an investment whose financial return is as 
yet unknown. Currently, the costs of timber 
construction are higher than traditional 
construction methods. Only by building 
continuously in timber will the risks and costs 
reduce in the long-term. There is, therefore, a need 
for financiers and investors with long-term vision. 
However, whatever calculations we apply, wood will 
always win in terms of CO2 emissions. In that 
regard, the sky really is the limit. Now is the time to 
seize the opportunity—the Timber Revolution in 
housing construction is coming.

Mock-up HAUT Amsterdam done by: Zwartlicht/TeamV

ABOUT OUR COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

In this Community of Practice (CoP), a consortium 
worked together to envision how to further 
mainstream timber construction in the 
Netherlands. To do so, we used HAUT—a new icon 
on the Amstel river in Amsterdam—as a case study. 
With a height of 73 meters, the building will soon 
be the tallest wooden residential tower in the 
country. 

The entire production team behind HAUT shared 
their expertise in this CoP. These are Lingotto 
(developer), Team V (architect), Arup (constructor) 
and JP van Eesteren (contractor). Their experiences 
in the wooden construction process have been 
supplemented with expertise in the field of 
financing (Invest-NL and ABN AMRO), the wood 
industry (Centrum Hout), environmental impact 
calculations (NIBE) and the municipal government 
(Municipality of Amsterdam).

Additional expertise has been added with specific 
work sessions for deepening certain topics. 
The following parties contributed to this: TNO, 
Finch Buildings, Sustainer Homes, Holland 
Houtland, Lokaalhout, Enterprise Agency, Amvest, 
Fien Wonen, BPD, AM, Province of Utrecht, 
Northern Innovation Lab for Circular Economy 
(NICE) and the Groene Huisvesters.

This is the English summary of the Dutch report. 
The full Dutch report can be found here.

http://www.circle-economy.com/resources/building-a-future-in-timber
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