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10 THINGS YOU MUST
DO TO CONTROL
HARDWOOD COSTS
Are you getting what you pay for when
you are buying hardwood and hardwood
components? Do you really know what you
are paying for when you order material
that is ripped and planed? You just might
be surprised by how much you are actually
paying for these services. But, how do you
figure out what your real costs are?
Below are ten step you can take to actually
cut cost by as much as 20 to 45% for your
hardwood purchases.
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TALLY

YOUR LUMBER.

Buy a Tally Stick and tally cards and use them to tally your
lumber according to NHLA rules (p.11, resource A & D).
Keep in mind that a large number of mills and distributors are
using block tallies to fill your order. Those nice square bundles
are what they are measuring; the width, length, and height, not the
individual boards, as they should be measuring by law. Lucky you
gets to pay for all of the air in between at the same price as you are paying for the lumber.
Do your due diligence and tally your lumber. Ensure you are receiving the exact board footage you
paid for. You may even be in for a surprise when you find out that your suppliers are actually giving
you what you are paying for. There’s only one way to find out.
Under Federal Law, the only way to tally lumber is by NHLA tallying rules. It is not uncommon to find
that you are 7 to 10% short when your distributor passes on a block tally.

GRADE

YOUR LUMBER USING THE
NHLA RULES.

You buy a lot of hardwood lumber, do you know if all those boards
meet the legal standards for the grade you specified?
Ever wonder how sawmills
get those nice neat square
bundles? Often they fill
the bundle with any board
that fits the remaining space. They will build the row from the
outside edges and then find a board to fit the remaining space
in the middle. Some mills will make sure it is a board that meets
grade, but when you are working on the line, pulling lumber
on a hot day with a “hurry up!” kind of boss breathing down
your neck, you are likely going to grab any old board that
comes along and stuff it into the remaining bundle slot. This is
just one example of how you may be getting short changed.
But there are many other areas you could also be getting the
shaft. Understanding grading rules will help you identify how
much wane, warp, bow, crook, twist, pith, stain, and sapwood,
permissible cuttings, and clear pieces should be available in
each board.
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Not long ago, we had lunch with a very smart friend of ours who has been buying hardwood lumber,
both from mills and from distributors, for better than 30 years. He’s purchased tens of millions of
board feet in his lifetime. We were discussing the issues of processing and buying hardwoods and
we mentioned that the grading rules for rough lumber versus planed material, including “hit or miss,”
were substantially different. He adamantly disagreed.
So we investigated further. Mark Barford, Executive Director of the National Hardwood Lumber
Association put us in contact with his lumber grading
rules guru and this is what he had to say:
“When lumber is surfaced 2 sides to standard surfaced
thickness, then it is graded from the better face. When
lumber is ordered as “Hit or Miss” it shall be graded
as lumber surfaced 2 sides, but if it was not ordered
as hit or miss, then it would be graded as standard
inspection.”
To simplify what he said, rough lumber must be graded
from the worst side, “hit or miss”, while fully planed
is graded from the best side. I forwarded this to my
friend; and I have not heard from him since. Even old
dogs can learn a new trick when it comes to hardwood!
Not all the boards will jump in grade after planing,
but, a significant portion of the material will be able
to be upgraded. The lumber that can be upgraded is
worth a lot more than the cost of planing and over
time this adds up to real money. Now you know why
so many of the lumber suppliers have such nice trucks
and offices. Not to mention those Italian suits and
handmade shoes the owners sport.
Learning to grade sounds difficult, but in reality, it’s a
relatively easily skill to master. There are a number of
simple tricks that can get you about 90% of the way
there. For example:
If a board has one, two, or three, knots in it, it will be
close to FAS, #1 Common and #2 Common. It’s not a
perfect rule, but it ends up pretty darn close. With some
experience and a few simple rules like this last one, you can train someone fairly quickly. The NHLA
also offers lumber grading courses. Based on the volume of material you purchase, a training course
can pay for itself in no time flat.
In short, know the grading rules. These rules are the legal standards by which hardwoods are sold
in the US. They can be downloaded for free. Read them, and read them again. If you have questions
call the NHLA. (They are very nice people and are more than willing to answer questions.)
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CHECK

THE MOISTURE CONTENT OF
YOUR LUMBER.
Buy a moisture meter and check a few boards from every
batch of hardwood and components you buy. The number
one cause of problems with hardwood
components and products is moisture
content.
Keep in mind that one size does not fit all. Depending on where your
product ends up, moisture content will need to be between 6 to 11%. The
average is around 8% for most of the northern areas of the US. Download
the US Forest Service’s Wood Handbook (“p.11, resource B”). It’s free. Read
chapter 13. It covers not only moisture content by region but additional
information on problems that can arise in the drying process. It’s not that
long of a chapter; read it a couple of times, the information is invaluable.
Drying lumber costs money. Suppliers want to minimize their costs,
especially on commodity hardwoods. This means you are very likely to get material that is marginal
in its moisture content and can cause a host of issues such as shrinkage, expansion, bad glue lines,
finish issues, and more, that can crop up during manufacturing and worse: in your customer’s home
or office.
Get a good moisture meter. There are a lot of them out there from just a few dollars to a few hundred
dollars. It’s a critical tool, so if you can, buy a top-of-the-line unit. Make sure the one you buy has
pins that you force into the material. Non-contact units tell you surface moisture only, and you need to
know what the moisture content is inside of your material.

CLEAN

UP YOUR PURCHASE ORDERS.
With a full understanding of the grading and tallying rules, along
with the required moisture content for the region your products get
shipped to, you should clean up your P.O.’s to your suppliers.
Ensure that you clearly specify what you are ordering and with
no wiggle room. For instance, if you do not specify Kiln Dried
and the moisture content, then you may be paying for the
board footage before it went into the kiln, not for net
footage after the kiln. Boards shrink significantly when kiln dried.
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Remember, if you order material that has been planed, be it to net size or “hit or miss,” your vendor
can legally grade the boards from the best face versus the worst face for rough. For example, a
board that was downgraded to #1 common, when it was rough, might well go up in grade and
value after being planed “hit or miss” to 15/16 because now it can be graded as an FAS high grade
board. When you buy material, you need to understand the implications of the grading rules. Your
suppliers do.
We spoke with a supplier who will remain anonymous for obvious reasons. We asked him what he
did when a customer began holding him accountable on grade and tally. He replied, “Oh, we don’t
raise prices, we just send the junk to some other guy, who is not watching what he’s buying.”
Are you the other guy?

MAKE

IT RIGHT THE FIRST TIME.
Eliminating cutting errors is one of the fastest ways to reduce
your costs. By the time your material hits the cross cut station,
regardless of whether you are purchasing rips or rough milling
your own material, it has become far more valuable. This means
each piece you put in that scrap bin due to operator error is just
that much more expensive. Tape measures, pencils and manual stops
can do an adequate job. But on average, you will find that for every 100 parts cut, there will
be between 2-5 miscut parts. This becomes very expensive and disruptive to the flow of work in
the plant. Often, these parts are not discovered until far down the process when even more value
has been added. There are a number of solutions on the market in the form of CNC stops that can
reduce these issues significantly (p.11, resource D). Some units can print labels, count your parts as
they cut, defect and optimize to further reduce errors down line.

Double Sided Planer

Straight Line Rip Saw
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TigerRip 1000 - Lean, Optimizing
Straight Line Rip Saw

BUY

A DOUBLE SIDED PLANER.
Even if you’re just a 10 or 20 man cabinet shop, these tools can
allow you to control who you buy from and how your material is
graded. They are now affordable even for smaller plants and they will
pay off with a bounty of benefits. You won’t be tied to a few suppliers.
You are now able to go mill direct.
Make sure that you purchase a double sided planer that has the jointing head
on the bottom front position and uses fingers to guide the material over this section or the equivalent.
This joints the material ensuring that the board will be flat and straight. There are machines now,
both import and domestic, to fit all production levels and practically all budgets. This will allow you
to cut your ties to your distributors and give you the flexibility to purchase lumber mill direct. Mills
generally do not plane material, some do not even dry the material. Nonetheless, this gives you the
flexibility to buy from different suppliers or tie up direct contracts with mills.

BUY

A STRAIGHT LINE RIP SAW.
Buying a straight line rip allows you to rip job-by-job and not
order large quantities of materials. Single blade rips are slower,
but give you better control on how you rip, and allows you take the
high value clears for moldings and at the same time accumulate
panel material. Keeping your inventory in balance becomes
much easier. In addition, it guarantees that material has
been cut within 24 hours, making panel glue up easier and
resulting in a better quality glue line.
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OPTIMIZE

YOUR LUMBER RIPPING.

There are now solutions for almost any size shop that will
let you to optimize your rip process, allowing for cutting just
what you need. These systems will allow you to simultaneous
process fixed rip requirements along with panel material giving
you the correct amount of material for each job you are currently
running. These systems will allow you to reduce the amount of over
and under cutting along with automatically giving you a tally of your
material. Just this feature will allow you to make sure that you are getting what you are paying for
from your supplier. Optimization will also increase your yield by 5% to 10%. Dynamic Optimization
and Dynamic Pack Optimization are two of the most beneficial softwares you can purchase for
optimizing single pieces or packs and bundles of material for the best yield possible.
(p.11, resource E).

OPTIMIZE

YOUR CROSS CUTTING.

Optimizing at your cross cutting operation will return significant
benefits, both financially and in the elimination of errors such
as miscuts and miscounts, ultimately reducing bottlenecks and
confusion on the plant floor.
These systems allow you to easily cut around defects and
still optimize your yield. Systems can print clear labels on each part describing the job, finish, and
custom productions details. Most allow you to configure what information you would like to print.
Affordable Systems are now available for almost any size shop, from the 3 man ultra high end
cabinetmaker to the 1,000 man or more manufacturing plant (p.11, resource F).
Savings in material and labor can be dramatic at this stage. Reduction of scrap can exceed 33%
for most operations. If parts are cut right, you have built a solid foundation for the balance of your
production.

TigerSaw 1000 - Lean,
Optimizing Cross Cut Saw
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STEP
DOWN A GRADE.
Here is where the big savings can be achieved.
We have heard over and over from cabinet
shop owners that they cannot buy the material as
cheaply as they can buy the doors from their door
supplier. This should raise some questions in the mind
of the cabinet shop owner.
What he does not understand is that his supplier is not buying high grade materials such as FAS.
You can bet dollars to donuts he is buying #1 and #2 common to build those doors. The average
cabinetmaker typically does not have the ability to process lower grade materials efficiently because
of the defects in the material. But your door and component suppliers sure do.
Now that you have the ability to handle defects at virtually no cost with an optimizing defecting
saw, you will most likely be able to drop a grade and still get the same yield as you used to from the
higher grade you cut to length using manual stops and a chop saw.
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SUMMARY
Somehow the myth has arisen that processing solid hardwood is difficult. Well, it is no more difficult
than designing, building and installing the panel goods that go into most cabinets and furniture. If
you follow some easy rules, you will avoid most of the pitfalls and discover a really profitable area in
your business.
Materials in most wood products businesses exceed 50% of costs on the profit and loss statement.
Controlling these costs will have a greater impact on your bottom line than any other effort you
can make. Hardwood costs, when you include purchased parts such as doors and moldings, often
constitute either the largest portion of your material cost, or within the top 3.
Your supplier’s biggest advantage over you is how he can buy and process raw materials. This is not
so much about quantity, but the ability to process lower grade materials and still get the yield and
quality out of it. Generally this gives him a 20% to 40% material cost advantage. The good news is
that technology has caught up with him and there are affordable solutions available that allow you to
take advantage of the same economies.
If you right-size your equipment purchases to your existing volume, in most cases it will pay for itself
in well under a year. After that, you will no longer be throwing your money away in dumpsters and
to the overhead and profits of your suppliers.
Are you ready to cut the cord from your suppliers? Give us a call. TigerStop, LLC (360) 254-0661.

Spencer Dick has been in the
woodworking industry for over 34
years and holds a degree from the
London College of Furniture Design.
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RESOURCES
A. National Hardwood Lumber Associates Rule Book
Rule book for grading and tallying Hardwood lumber can be downloaded for free from
http://www.nhla.com/assets/1603/2011_rules_book.pdf
B. US Forest Service’s Wood Handbook
Chapter 13 covers moisture content by region and other issues with kiln dried lumber. It can be
downloaded for free from http://www.fpl.fs.fed.us/documnts/fplgtr/fpl_gtr190.pdf
C. Tally Stick and Tally Cards
Buying a tally stick and tally cards, these can be purchased from: http://www.conwaycleveland.
com/lumber_rules.html. They are inexpensive and easy to use. It will pay for its self the first time
you actually tally your lumber.
Conway has an easy to read and understand document that will teach you how to use the Tally
Stick also known as a lumber Rule. Download it for free at http://www.conwaycleveland.com/
pdfs/How%20To%20Use%20Lumber%20Rule.pdf
Look on EBay for used Tally or Lumber Rule. Search for “Lumber Rule”. There are usually one or
two for sale there. www.EBay.com. There are a number of different lumber rules, there are ones
for lumber and for logs. You will need to buy one for lumber.
D. Positioners
http://www.tigerstop.com/Products/TigerStop.aspx
E. Optimizing Rip Saws
http://www.tigerstop.com/Products/TigerRip1000.aspx
F. Optimizing Cross Cut Systems
http://www.tigerstop.com/Products/TigerSaw1000.aspx
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