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LABORATORY TESTS SHOWED THE PRESENCE OF MIXED TROPICAL  
HARDWOOD (MTH) IN THREE GREETING CARDS SOLD BY THREE  
WELL-KNOWN RETAILERS. THE PRESENCE OF MTH INDICATES THAT THE 
CARDS CONTAIN MATERIAL DERIVED FROM NATURAL GROWTH TROPICAL 
FORESTS. TO DATE IT SEEMS THAT ONE OF THE THREE RETAILERS, 
PAPERCHASE, LOOKS LIKELY THAT THEY CAN DEMONSTRATE THAT 
THEIR PRODUCT IS FROM A RESPONSIBLE SOURCE. 
 

To find out whether UK card retailers could be contributing to global deforestation, 
we tested 20 cards from three well-known UK greetings card retailers that do not 
have a publicly available responsible procurement policy.

We selected cards that were not visibly marked as being made of recycled or certified 
sustainable material – i.e. cards that gave no indication to the consumer at the point 
of purchase that the material was sourced responsibly1.

Wood fibres from tropical forests can be detected with a fibre analysis in 
laboratories, where the presence of mixed tropical hardwood (MTH) can be 
analysed. This method has experienced increased recognition in the paper industry. 
MTH is a mix of different kinds of wood, which are most likely to originate from 
natural tropical forests.

The cards were sent to the Institution for Paper Science and Technology in 
Darmstadt, Germany – a lab with whom WWF Germany has been working on 
paper testing since 2009 to be analysed for presence of “Mixed Tropical Hardwoods 
(MTH). Each card was split into its component parts for analysis – e.g. the card 
itself, the envelope, and the any paper component inside the card. Where MTH was 
found, a further analysis was carried out to find out its quantity.

SUMMARY

METHOD

1  Note that after testing was conducted it was found that the Paperchase card was marked as FSC-certified – but this was 
not visible without opening the packaging. However the MTH was found in the envelope, not the card.

2

Greetings cards testing project



The analysis that came back from the laboratory showed the presence of virgin  
MTH fibres in three cards – one from each retailer:

• Paperchase – 5% MTH (in the envelope)

• Card Factory – 10% MTH (in the card itself)

• Clintons – 8% MTH (in the paper component of the inside of the card)

In addition, these items were also found to contain Acacia (44%; 37% and 15% 
respectively) – which is likely to have come from plantations in tropical countries 
(see below for more information). 

The full results can be found in the Appendix. 
 
 
 
It is not possible to say where the pulp that was used to make the materials in these 
cards came from, but the presence of Acacia indicates it is from SE Asia, primarily 
Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam. These countries export large amounts of pulp 
destined for the UK market via China, which supplies 94% of imported greetings 
cards to the UK. 

Malaysia and Indonesia have among the highest rates of deforestation in the world, 
threatening species such as orang-utans, pygmy elephants, Sumatran rhinos and 
tigers, and clouded leopards. Borneo for example, has lost most of its lowland forest 
in the last century, and Sarawak has lost more than half of its peat forests. Sumatra’s 
average deforestation rate is the highest in Asia – 28% of Sumatra’s peat swamp 
forests were cleared between 2003 and 2009. Indonesia has clamped down on 
illegal logging in recent years, but 40% of timber production there is still thought to 
be illegal and illegal logging in Malaysia was estimated at 14 – 25% of production 
between 2000 – 2010. These operations have been associated with environmentally 
destructive and human rights abuses. 

This is also a concern about the Acacia content, as this may have come from 
plantations that may have been a result of recent clearance of natural forest (Acacia 
only needs to grow for 7 years before harvesting). Acacia is grown primarily in SE 
Asia where conversion of natural forest for plantations has been associated with 
illegal operations; so companies need to have a clear chain of custody in their supply 
chains to be sure that Acacia isn’t from plantations grown on illegally cleared forest 
or unsustainable forest conversion of natural forests.

There is no regulation that requires greeting cards to be produced from sustainable 
sources, and if the card is made outside the EU, a loophole in the EU Timber 
Regulation means that businesses are not even required to check that the pulp 
has come from legally-logged forests. Therefore, unless a greeting card is clearly 
marked as made from recycled or sustainable material (like FSC), consumers cannot 
be confident that they the product they are buying is not contributing to global 
deforestation or illegal logging operations.

RESULTS

WWF CONCERNS
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Paperchase has provided the most information both before and after the testing 
activity. It looks likely that they can demonstrate that the envelope is from a 
responsible source – they are awaiting final confirmation from FSC on the paper 
work they have provided. This would be good news and demonstrate good procedures 
in place - however we would still encourage them to follow best practice and move to 
a robust, publically available procurement policy.  

The Card Factory telephoned us and we had a lengthy conversation about their 
practices. We have highlighted to them that robust work is needed on monitoring 
and evidencing the supply chain in the business. We’d like to see a move to far more 
robust and transparent approach to procurement.

Clintons has informed us that there was an issue with the product concerned 
that has now been resolved and that they are removing the card in question from 
the sales floor. However they have not yet responded to our requests for evidence 
to demonstrate how they are ensuring such an issue doesn’t happen again or how 
much FSC certified paper is in use in their supply chain. Again we’d like to see 
improvement in terms of best practice and transparency in procurement. 
 
 
 
Business

We want all businesses selling wood-based products to check their supply chains to 
ensure that they are buying from legal and sustainable sources. We also want them 
to provide a publicly-available policy on responsible procurement, and a summary 
of how well they are doing in achieving compliance with their policy’s requirements. 
In this way the public is able to assess a company’s commitment and performance 
and hopefully be assured that the products they buy are not contributing to global 
deforestation. If businesses make this commitment, they can use their buying power 
to make a positive difference for forests, and help secure the forest resources their 
business depends on for its future.

UK businesses that commit to the above can publicly demonstrate their support for a 
market in legal and sustainable timber by signing up to our Forest Campaign at  
wwf.org.uk/forestcampaign. 
 
Government

The European Timber Regulation will be reviewed this year. We want the European 
Commission to recommend it is improved so that all wood-based products are 
covered by the Regulation as a result of the review, including printed materials like 
greetings cards which are currently not addressed by the regulation’s requirements. 
The UK Government has an important role to play in calling for this improvement. 
We are also calling on the UK Government to support mechanisms that could enable 
a market in 100% sustainable timber by 2020. 
 
Consumers

When you go card shopping look at the back of the card to check to see if it is 
made out of recycled paper, or is marked with the FSC logo, indicating the paper 
is from sustainably-managed forests. If you are unsure, ask the business for more 
information. 

COMMENTS FROM THE COMPANIES
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APPENDIX – LAB RESULTS 
 
The identification was carried out by the Institution for Paper Science and 
Technology in Darmstadt, Germany.

The identification of fibres is based on microscopic analysis (light microscope). 
Methods are described in the standards TAPPI 401om (last revision in 2008) and 
ZELLCHEMING ZM/IV/74.

The lab reports for the three articles found to contain MTH can be found below.

Explanation of terms in the lab results

The cards were coded for the analysis: The codes Pg, Cc, and CFf correspond to the prod-
ucts from Paperchase, Clinton’s and Card Factory respectively. The item of the card (card, 
paper component of the card, or envelope) is specified.

The identification of the kind of species, genus or category within the sample.

 
The amount of the different species, genus or categories found, represented as a  
percentage. The TAPPI standard T401 indicates an accuracy of ± 3 % in a quantitative 
analysis which refers to fibres.

Wood from gymnosperm trees such as conifers (e.g. pine and spruce).
 
Wood from angiosperm trees. They are usually broad-leaved. In temperate and boreal lati-
tudes they are mostly deciduous, but in tropics and subtropics mostly evergreen. 
(Examples of hardwoods are oaks, beeches, poplars, birches, acacia and eucalyptus

MTH is a group of wood fibres in paper and compound wood containing products, such 
as MDF. Specifically regarding paper; traditionally fibres in paper originate from temporal 
boreal regions, plantations (for paper, usually eucalyptus or acacia), cotton, straw and sugar 
cane. These traditional fibres can routinely be identified by labs. Tropical hardwoods are 
usually a mixture of many species, of which some can be identified at species level by quali-
fied laboratories, based on references. This mixture of different, part unknown  
species suggests that we are dealing with wood from tropical forests. The identification of 
one unknown tree (wood) species which occurs in paper in a big amount suggests that we 
are dealing with wood from plantations, rather than MTH.

Components of the hardwood that can be identified to genus level (excluding plantation spe-
cies like Acacia and Eucalyptus). Only a few of the hundreds of kinds of hardwoods can be 
identified in this way, and require further analysis for verification.

Components of the hardwood that cannot be identified to genus level. A mix of hardwood 
vessels indicates that the material comes from a natural forest. The lab is able to identify 
most species that are not considered critical – boreal species like oak, beech and birch  
as well as plantation trees like acacia and eucalyptus –the likelihood is that the material 
came from a tropical forest.

A kind of pulp used for products that require less strength, such as newsprint and  
paperboards.

Sample 
 
 

Fiber analysis  
(qualitative) 

Fiber analysis  
(quantitative):

 
Softwood

Hardwood

 
 
Mixed Tropical  
hardwood (MTH)

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Known MTH vessels in 
hardwood
 
 
Not identified  
(unknown) vessels

 
 
 
Mechanical pulp
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PAPERCHASE PRODUCT
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Card details

Noel Bunting

00525959

Paperchase 
products Ltd

ISBN number:  
5 054026 099130
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Reprehenderit
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CARD FACTORY PRODUCT

Card details

To a special 
daughter  
at Christmas

Christmas  
Wishes

ISBN number: 
C00412016574
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CLINTONS PRODUCT

Card details

2 Today

Holly Hobbie

© Those 
Characters  
From Cleveland, 
Inc

ISBN number:  
5 038051 632012


