
 

 
 
 

 
 
Fact Sheet: Eco-Efficiency in the Wood Furniture 
Industry 

 
Introduction 
Furniture is an important and ever-present aspect of our 
lifestyle. Whether at home or in the office, furniture 
provides us with comfort, support and helps us utilize our 
surroundings effectively.  The majority of wood furniture 
manufacturing firms in Canada are small entrepreneurial 
firms with single-plant operations.  Canadian furniture 
producers are the third largest consumer of Canadian 
textiles, and consume approximately one third of all 
Canadian hardwood lumber production. The costs of 
materials and supplies represent almost 50 percent of 
industry shipments. 
 
The Canadian wood furniture industry, like manufacturers 
in the United States and Europe, is faced with many 
environmental regulations and restrictions. The 
manufacturing process uses many chemicals and natural 
resources.  It generates considerable amounts of waste 
materials as well. Governments and industry alike are 
looking to the furniture manufacturers to exercise greater 
environmental responsibly. Future environmental 
stewardship is certain to extend to ensuring life cycle 
management; from verification that the raw material is 
secured in an environmental acceptable manner, 
(selective harvesting, etc), to proper disposal of the 
products when they are taken out of service. Furniture 
manufacturers that are on the leading edge of 
environmentally responsibility will realize a significant 
competitive edge both in costs and public relations, and 
understand that it really just makes "good 
business sense". 
 
This fact sheet has been developed to 
assist Nova Scotia companies in the 
wood furniture industry begin to make 
eco-efficiency part of their day-to-day 
decision making. Suggestions for 
changes in workplace practices, 
behaviours, and technologies are 
provided that can be implemented to 
improve a business's environmental 
and economic performance.  
 
Issues of Concern 
Waste and emissions from wood furniture manufacturing 
can include both liquid and solid hazardous and non-
hazardous wastes, and air emissions.  Wastes can be 
associated with four general process steps: 
• Receiving and storage - condensation products, 

boiler emissions 
 

 
• Assembly - solvents, wood waste, machine 

coolants/oils, cleaners,  
• Finishing - solvents, cleaners, rags, surface coatings, 

strippers 
• Packaging and shipping - adhesives, metal, 

cardboard, plastics 
 
These wastes may contain toxic components such as 
ethylene dichloride, ethyl benzene, tetrachloride, methane 
dichloride, acetone, toluene, metals and titanium dioxide 
among many others. The reduction or elimination of these 
chemicals holds potential for manufacturers to obtain 
significant savings through reductions in disposal, 
process and material costs. 
 
This fact sheet was prepared by the Eco-Efficiency 
Centre - a non-profit, non-government educational and 
environmental management support centre for small and 
medium-sized enterprises in Nova Scotia. The Eco-
Efficiency Centre was established in 1998 as a 
partnership between Dalhousie University and Nova 
Scotia Power Inc., and is supported by private 
corporations, governments and foundations.  The Eco-
Efficiency Centre assists companies to achieve better 
environmental and economic performance through 
resource conservation, pollution prevention, recycling, 
reuse, and general good environmental practices. 
 
Eco-Efficiency 
What is Eco-Efficiency? 
Eco-efficiency is a practical and systematic approach that 
businesses can adopt in setting and achieving 
environmental and business performance objectives. It is 
very closely associated with and complementary to other 
concepts such as Occupational, Health and Safety 
(OHS), Total Quality Management (TQM), and Pollution 
Prevention (also known as source reduction). It involves 
changing processes, finding alternatives, and reducing or 
eliminating the generation of toxic wastes instead of 
dealing with problems of cleanup or disposal after the 
fact. It also includes extending product liability, enhancing 
material recyclability and maximizing the use of 
renewable resources. Eco-efficiency means doing more 
with less, creating and providing quality products and 
services while reducing resource use, waste and pollution 
along the entire value chain. It is not only about managing 
waste after it is created, but strives towards preventing 
and minimizing waste in the first place.  
 



 
 
What are VOCs? 
Chemicals of great concern are volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs), a family of carbon-containing 
compounds.  They are found in solvents that are widely 
used in industry. When emitted into the atmosphere, they 
contribute to ozone depletion and global warming. Some 
may also be toxic in high concentrations in the workplace. 
Most contribute to the formation of ground-level ozone 
(smog) in highly populated areas. 
 
Many industries are sources of VOCs. In fact, the US 
EPA estimates that the second largest source of VOCs is 
operations that use solvents (vehicles are the largest 
source). 
 
Implementing Eco-Efficiency Opportunities 
Receiving, Drying and Storage of Product 
• Arrange lumber deliveries to minimize inventory 

and storage time. The longer lumber stays in the 
yard, the more chance of degradation or damage. 
Plan carefully so that lumber in your yard maintains 
the desired quality and is used efficiently.  

• Inspect and sort lumber. Lumber that is below the 
requested quality grade, or is poor quality, can be 
identified promptly and returned to the supplier. 
Incoming lumber should be inspected and sorted by 
length, thickness and quality to reduce wood waste.  

• Separate lumber when stored. Most lumber is 
received in stacked "packages" with no air space 
between boards. If the lumber remains this way, 
inadequate drying will take place. Air movement 
around the lumber allows it to dry properly and 
prevents staining and rotting that otherwise results in 
wasted wood.  

• Provide adequate dry shed capacity and 
environment. Significant cost and effort goes into 
adequately kiln-
drying lumber. 
Dried lumber that 
is exposed to the 
weather and 
potentially 
damaging yard activities can change high quality 
lumber to waste wood. A controlled environment is 
recommended to prevent deterioration.  

• Improve boiler efficiency. Loss or inefficient 
generation of heat not only results in a higher cost of 
fuel or electricity for the operation, but also leads to 
higher air emissions. Regular maintenance 
programs, improved operations, or equipment 
upgrades can help improve the efficiency of your 
operations, resulting in considerable cost savings 
and pollution prevention.  

 
Assembly 
• Remove defects from rough lumber efficiently. 

New equipment and technology such as "rip first" 
methodology, automatic board advancing, and 
computerized vision scanning to identify defects and 
cutting patterns are being developed and applied.  

• Modify products to minimize material usage. 
Consider using thinner/smaller pieces to provide the 
same structural integrity. 

• Reuse/recycle wood waste and sawdust. Reuse 
and recycling options include: particleboard or 
laminates, absorptive materials, animal bedding, 

sludge stabilizer, mulch or decorative landscaping 
material, and fuel for energy and heat recovery.  

• Use proper glue and gluing techniques. Improper 
gluing techniques can lead to inefficient material use 
and waste. As well, there are new glues and 
procedures that are being developed that are much 
more environmentally friendly. For example, 
aqueous-based contact adhesives can be are 
applied using conventional air spray guns which can 
increase transfer efficiency, reduce materials waste 
and lower air emissions.  

• Keep machines serviced and clean. Periodic 
maintenance and calibration where possible of glue 
applicators provides proper transfer and prevents 
waste. Cleaning sanding belts regularly will extend 
the life of the belts. Also, cleaning resin build-up off 
saws and other tools preserves tool life, and lowers 
the rejection rate of products.  

 
Tips for Solvent Recovery and Recycling 
• Reuse your solvents on-site!  Consider leasing or 

purchasing solvent recovery equipment for 
distillation, filtration or decanting, or use another 
company's system.  

• Recover excess solvents from rags and towels by 
wringing (hand or mechanical wringers are available), 
by centrifuging or by using an extractor. 

• Waste paper wipes and reusable wipes (at the end of 
their life) may be used as a waste derived fuel 
source.  Ask an industrial wipe service about details. 

• Recycle your solvents off-site! There are commercial 
solvent recycling companies that supply, remove and 
recycle solvent, and assist in maintaining this 
equipment. 

 
Finishing 
• Use low-VOC coatings and cleaning solutions. 

Traditional surface coatings and cleaners have had 
high levels of Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs). 
Some alternatives include high solids and water-
borne coatings, and UV-curable coatings. Check with 
your supplier to find acceptable substitutes  

• Consider natural based paints and solvents.  
Paints and solvents can be made from natural 
substances such as milk and citrus-based solvents 
and can compete with regular solvents. 

• Modify the production process. Emerging 
technology and innovations are dramatically 
changing the way furniture is manufactured and 
finished. The following are some practices to 
consider to significantly reduce pollution and waste. 
• Modify the surface coating procedure. High 

Volume Low Pressure (HVLP) spray-guns, 
airless spray systems and air-assisted systems 
all can improve transfer efficiency from 40-70 
percent. 

• Schedule jobs to minimize colour changes or 
painting with light colours ahead of dark.  

• Train staff to achieve higher transfer efficiencies. 
Experienced painters can do better than novices 
90% of the time. 

• Use heat to obtain desired coating viscosity. 
Instead of solvent, heat can be used in some 
cases to adjust and maintain the incoming 
coating to the desired viscosity.  

 



 
Paint Recycling Program 
Nova Scotia launched a paint-recycling program offering 
opportunities for businesses as well as residents to return 
leftover latex and oil-based paints to one of the province's 
Enviro-Depots® at no charge. The leftover paint will be 
recycled into new paint products. Acceptable paints 
include interior & exterior latex; alkyd, enamel and oil-
based paints; interior and exterior varnishes and 
urethanes; primers, undercoats, block fillers & sealers; 
wood finishing oils and stains; porch, floor and deck 
paints; fence and barn paints; and the following paint 
aerosols - latex, alkyds and varathanes.  For more 
information, contact your local Enviro-Depot® or visit, 
www.rrfb.com. 
 
• Establish proper chemical control and 

maintenance procedures. There are a number of 
procedures and techniques that should be followed to 
achieve this. Some include: 
• Encourage suppliers to send products in 

reusable containers and packaging material. 
• Centralize responsibility for storing and 

distributing solvents, cutting fluids and machine 
oils.  

• Check materials for damage and expiration date 
upon receipt.  

• Follow the storage instructions of all materials to 
prevent spoilage.  

• Manage your chemical supplies using earliest 
purchased, first used approach.  

• Test expired chemicals, oils and fluids.  
• Use spigots and funnels to reduce spills.  
• Provide "spill kits."  
• Keep covered all tanks, drums, buckets, etc 

containing solvents or solvent-laden materials. 
• Determine whether cleaning of a tool is really 

necessary. Apply light-coloured finishing 
materials first, then progress to darker colours 
whenever possible 

• Flush equipment first with used solvent or pre-
clean items with rags before the final cleaning 
with new solvent.  

• Use solvents until they lose their effectiveness, 
as opposed to when they look dirty.  

• Keep waste chemicals segregated to allow for 
reuse and recycling.  

 
Packaging and Shipping 
• Determine if packaging 

can be eliminated. When 
customer safety and 
product integrity is not 
compromised, the best 
packaging is no packaging.  

• Eliminate non-essential components of 
packaging. Instead of packaging several products 
separately and then adding them to a larger 
package, consider adding divisions to the larger 
package instead of individually wrapping each 
product. 

• Replace single-use with multi-use packaging.  
Look at reusable pallets or boxes for shipping to 
commercial buyers. Use bottles/containers that can 
be returned and refilled. 

• Substitute large rubber bands, metal strapping, 
or reusable pallet wrap for disposable pallet 

wrap. To hold shipments onto shipping pallets, 
consider using discrete materials such as rubber 
bands, or some other reusable item, to secure the 
load onto the pallet. 

• Switch to a lighter material for packaging. If you 
use wooden crates, investigate using cardboard and 
also consider thinner containers. 

• Ship in bulk, as much as possible.  This will not 
only reduce packaging cost but also transport costs 
to you and your consumers.  

• Schedule multiple deliveries. Work with your 
suppliers and shippers to ensure efficient 
transportation. 

• Donate/sell used cartons to local companies that 
are currently buying them. You may be able to find 
a market for packaging material that would otherwise 
be waste. 

• Donate used packaging to schools and daycare 
centers or other non-profit organizations. These 
agencies can often use this material for their crafts 
programs.  As well, the Nova Scotia Design Crafts 
Council (NSDCC) is often looking for workable 
materials to give to local artists and designers.  The 
NSDCC can be contacted at 423-3837.  

• Establish a simple, effective system to collect, 
store and ultimately reuse or recycle your 
packaging wastes.  If it's not convenient, employees 
will discard it rather than keeping it "in the loop". 

 
Turn Trash into Cash! 
Now that the environment has become more highly 
valued, waste is increasingly being viewed as a resource. 
The Nova Scotia Materials Exchange (NSMEx) is a 
province-wide, web-based database for businesses to 
submit and browse listings of unwanted waste materials 
and post notices of materials needed. This may be just 
the tool your business needs to help you conserve 
resources, reduce waste, and save money! To list, visit 
www.nsmaterials.com or call the Eco-Efficiency Centre for 
details. 
 
Recycle 
When materials cannot be reused, the next best method 
is to recycle.  Currently, many common materials have 
been banned from the landfills in Nova Scotia, and every 
business is required to eliminate banned items. 
 
Not only does 
recycling allow a 
company to 
avoid 
contravening 
landfill bans, 
recycling can 
also reduce on 
hauling costs, 
and enhance a 
company's 
public image. 
 
There are differences in how recyclables are handled by 
municipalities across the province - not all areas are 
currently able to participate in all programs. Some 
businesses may be able to participate in curbside 
programs and must follow the guidelines for residential 
separation and collection.  Programs are always 
changing. Businesses should inquire at municipal office 



 
or with regional waste coordinators/waste authorities for 
the most up-to-date details. 
• Determine if materials you use are suitable for 

recycling; determine the impact of additives, inks, 
labels, and tear tape on your packaging/product, 
which may hinder the recycling process. 

• Label and/or colour-code bins appropriately. Post 
“easy to understand” signs on bins - list the specific 
materials that can (and cannot) go into the bins. 

• Ensure that it is convenient for staff to recycle - 
identify appropriate locations in your business for 
bins. Ensure containers are appropriately sized.  

• You can keep some items out of the garbage through 
composting.  Boxboard, soiled paper, and cardboard 
can be added to a composting unit/bin.  Begin a 
composting program if one isn't already being used 
at your business. 

• Set up a beverage container collection unit. 
Proceeds from the container deposits can be used 
for employee social events or to donate to charities. 

• Plan to spend some time educating everyone about 
the improvement to your waste management system.  
Be sure to offer assistance and resources. 

• Designate an environmental champion to do regular 
checks on the system's effectiveness and employee 
compliance.  Be sure that all employees are heeding 
the new program. 

 
References and Resources  
We have used and referred to publications, fact sheets 
and web sites from a number of sources to compile this 
fact sheet.  We would like to acknowledge these 
organizations and agencies, and refer you to them for 
additional information: 
• American Furniture Manufacturers Association 

(AFMA) - Environmental Guide for the Furniture and 
Cabinet Manufacturing Industries 

• http://www.arcat.com/arcatcos/cos36/arc36757.html  
• Coating Alternatives Guide - 

http://www.p2pays.org/ref/10/09779.pdf 
• Environmental Affairs Department, City of Los 

Angeles - Pollution Prevention in the Wood 
Refinishing Industry - 
www.p2pays.org/ref/02/01096.pdf 

• EnvioSense - Focus Waste Minimization Newsletter 
(Winter,1993) "Waste reduction tips for the Wood 
Furniture Industry" - http://www.epa.gov/p2/ 

• Green Seal's Choose Green Report - Particleboard 
and Medium-Density Fiberboard - 
http://www.epa.gov/p2/ 

• Industry Canada - www.ic.gc.ca/ 
• Montana Pollution Prevention Program - 

Environmental Compliance Checklist for Wood 
Finishers - http://www.montana.edu/wwwated/  

• North Caroline Division of Pollution Prevention - 
Incentives and Techniques for Pollution Prevention in 
Furniture Coating Operations -  
www.p2pays.org/ref/01/00017.htm#Pollution 

• Ohio Office of Pollution Prevention - Woodworking 
and Refinishing Pollution Prevention Opportunities  - 
www.epa.state.oh.us/opp/woodworking.pdf 

• Pacific Northwest Pollution Prevention Resource 
Center - Wood Furniture Manufacturing 
http://www.pprc.org/ 

• University of Missouri, Outreach and Extension, 
Office of Waste Management - Pollution Solutions: 
Furniture Manufacturing and Refinishing 
outreach.missouri.edu/polsol/furn.htm#maint 

• US-EP - Profile of the Wood Furniture and Fixtures 
Industry-
www.epa.gov/compliance/resources/publications/assistan
ce/sectors/notebooks/wood.html 

 
Telephone and Website Guide 
Eco-Efficiency Centre  
Tel - 902-461-6704  
Website - www.dal.ca/eco-burnside      
Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA)  
Tel - 902-426-6743  
Website - www.acoa-apeca.gc.ca/e/index.shtml 
Atlantic Region, Environment Canada, P2  
Tel - 902-426-7231  
Website - www.atl.ec.gc.ca/epb/pollprev/ 
NS Dept of Environment and Labour  
Tel - 902-424-5300 
Website - www.gov.ns.ca/enla  
NS Materials Exchange  
Website - www.nsmaterials.com    
RRFB Nova Scotia  
Tel - 1-877-313-7732 (toll-free)  
Website - www.rrfb.com 
Directory of Solid Waste, Reuse,  
Recycling and Composting 
Contacts in Nova Scotia 
http://www.gov.ns.ca/enla/emc/wasteman/contents.htm 
 
 
For more information, contact: 
 
The Eco-Efficiency Centre 
Burnside Industrial Park 
Dartmouth, NS B3B 1P9 
902-461-6704 (telephone) 
902-461-6703 (fax) 
eecentre@dal.ca (email) 
http://www.dal.ca/eco-burnside (website)  
 

 
Last updated Jan 2008 


