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Overview 
 
Update Note: The first version of this guide appeared in 2013. Since then there have been 
some few changes in the market, changes which include policy, prices and competition. This 
update captures more information than the previous version including some details on 
equipment and trends in the market. That said there some factors have remained constant. For 
instance consumer behavior has remained more or less the same.  
 
This guide is about business of selling timber in retail as represented by yards in various parts 
of the country.  A yard being an open space where timber of various sizes and kinds are laid for 
the customers to come and buy. This could be round timber or as is common among retailers 
sawn timber.  
 
The key customers in the Timber retail business are: 
 

 Building and Construction industry both at a private and commercial level. 
 

 Furniture industry;  ranging from small and medium size jua kali carpenters who make 
household items , professional carpenters, coffin makers and other handy men.  

 
 

 Demand for timber is driven by a growing population, positive economic growth, 
urbanization and expanding consumer tastes. These factors influence investment in the 
building sector and furniture. 

 

 Before we dive into the specifics of running a timber yard let us look at the broad picture 
of the timber business in Kenya. This will help understand the trends, where you will fit 
and possibly identify and seize opportunities.  

 

 Here then are some quick facts, figures and observations that may hint at the direction 
the timber yard business takes in future:  

 
 

 According to the Nairobi County government the value of buildings approved in 2015 
was Kshs.242.13 billion, against Kshs.228.02 billion in 2014. Of the approved plans in 
2015 60.69 % or Kshs.146.95 billion were for residential buildings and 39.31 % or 
Kshs.95.18 billion was for non residential buildings. 

 

 To get a picture of the value of buildings approved in a month, let’s take May 2015 as an 
example. There were buildings valued at Kshs. 18.6 billion approved, compared to 
Kshs.17.3 billion in April the same year. Of these Kshs.11.6 billion was for residential 
buildings and Kshs.7 billion for commercial constructions 

 

 Indeed the construction industry has been growing since 2009. In 2012 the sector 
recorded a 4.8 % growth, while the total value of new private buildings completed up by 
9.6 per cent from Kshs 46.4 billion in 2011 to Kshs 50.8 billion in 2012.  Whereas the 
output of the Kenya building and construction industry in 2014 was 13.1 %, against 5.8% 
in 2013. Though the latter statistics also include public work projects like roads the 
industry has been expanding.  
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 Some quantity surveyors estimate the cost of timber to account for up to 10 % of the 
cost of a building.  

 

 Even beyond the statistics a casual observation will indicate that there has been an 
increase in construction activity not only in Nairobi but also counties. Increasing 
spending on roads means that hitherto ‘remote and awkward’ areas are opening up, and 
residential and commercial developments coming up in tandem. 

 

  Demand for timber in Kenya is estimated to be over 40 million cubic meters annually. 
 

  On average 15,000 people submit construction plans to the Nairobi County government 
for approval.  

 

 Away from building and construction the furniture industry is also growing and is 
estimated to be worth $500 million and is expected to grow at a rate of 8% until 2018. 
This according to the government. An expansion of the industry means the demand for 
timber which is a core input will continue growing.  

 

 According to the Kenya Forest Service (KFS) Kenya has a total forest land area of 
15,189 million hectares with 10.383 million hectares being private farms. These farms 
supply a significant number of local timbers. For timber traders the challenge is the 
bulking, bias towards particular trees and lack of constitencey.  Only 0.107 hectares are 
allocated for timber production.   

 
 

  In 1999 the government imposed a ban on logging in public forests. This however did 
not affect 3 major players in the industry who were said to adhere to the required logging 
standards these were; Timsales, Raiply and Comply. Though word had it that they 
enjoyed political protection.  

 

  The ban led to a triple increase in the price of timber and massive importation of timber 
from Tanzania, Malawi, and DRC to fill the gap created by the curtailing of local timber 
supplies. The ban was lifted albeit not very officially in 2011 and logging limited to 
prequalified individuals and companies.  

 

 However due to the increased demand for timber that has happened over the last few 
years, the perceived policy stability as regards forests, and reliability of supplies from the 
above countries imports remains a major source of timber consumed in Kenya.  

 

 Timber imported from Tanzania is mainly pine and cypress while hardwoods like 
Mahogany are imported from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Between 2009 
and 2013 the total. 
 

 

 Value of timber imported into the country from both DRC and Tanzania was Kshs 15.6 
billion 
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 Hardwood timber imports into Kenya from DRC rose steadily from 9,267 m3 in 2009 to 
38,506 m3 in 2013 while softwood from Tanzania decreased from a peak of 57,300 m3 
in 2010 to 9,425 m3 in 2013. 

 

 Between 2009 and 2013 the total value of timber imported into the country from both 
DRC and Tanzania was Kshs 15.6 billion (out of which the government sector earned 
Kshs 3 billion ($36 million) in form of taxes and fees. The private sector players 
accounted for the balance of Kshs 12.6 billion. Of this transporters got the bigger share, 
followed by importers and lastly retailers. 

 

 Thus on average Kenya spends over Ksh.3 billion on timber imports annually. An 
estimated 61 % of imported timber consumed in Nairobi. However some importers claim 
Tanzanian supplies are getting depleted and now have set their eyes even further in 
South African countries like Angola.  

 

 In 2012, the ban on forest trees was fully lifted but harvesting limited to prequalified saw 
millers. This led to a fall in the prices of timber. For instance saw millers sold cypress a 
tone of cypress ranged between Kshs. 21,000 and Kshs.25, 000 from a high of Kshs. 
33,000.   The ban was reintroduced albeit on a temporary basis in November 2014, and 
then lifted in March 2015 after a forest audit indicated controlled management was 
sustainable.  

 

 There are at least 850 registered saw millers. But only 450 are active. Of these 50 or so 
control half the market. Saw millers get the round tree logs from forests and ‘saw’ into 
timber before selling to other timber traders who sell to other brokers or  transport to 
towns like Nairobi. 

 

 Since approximately 80% of those who die are buried in wooden coffins it is estimated 
that Kenya uses about 700,000 trees annually in making coffins.  

 

  There has been mixed trends in the construction industry regarding the use of timber. 
Some of it is driven by pursuit of cost savings, change in consumer taste, and structural 
changes. On one hand there are builders trying to minimize the use of timber 
supposedly to reduce costs.  

 

  Among the ways is building flats rather than bungalows, using UPvc and Gypsum 
ceilings which require fewer frames. Others are using aluminum for door and window 
frames. Structurally there is now the use of concrete slabs rather wood for foundations. 
For roofs there are now steel roof structures sold by such companies as Mabati Rolling 
Mills. (See Ultraspan) The steel structures are not necessarily cheaper than timber but 
some find them more reliable for instance they won’t warp due to heavy rains and cause 
the roof to leak. Quality is also the reason quoted by the few contactors who use metal 
poles instead of wood poles in supporting structures during construction. Harvesting 
trees from very young trees or over aged trees is a reason given for poor quality.  

 

 On the other hand there is still wide use of soft board ceilings which require more timber 
joints. Among high end consumers there is increased use of T and G ceilings which are 
made from tongue and groove hardwood timber not to mention wooden floors. Among 
small scale and medium sized builders timber is still the preferred choice for many of its 
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tradition uses foundation to form and roof trusses. Despite the hyping of alternatives 
even bigger contractors are yet to abandon timber.  

 

 Despite these changes in technology the growth in the construction industry has ensured 
there is a steady demand for timber. We predict the demand will continue increasing for 
the next 7 years. 

 

 In the jua kali furniture industry soft wood is widely used though now items like chairs 
and tables have to compete with the same made from plastics and glass. There is also 
the increased use of imported soft boards Premium furniture industries still use 
hardwood either sourced directly or purchased from specific importers since they are 
very particular on quality. The premium products compete with finished products from 
Malaysia, China and other Asian countries.  

 
 

Licenses 
 

The basic licenses required to operate a Timber Yard are: 

 Single User Business Permit  

This is issued by the County Government to all businesses operating within the county. The 

amount you will pay will depend on the size of the yard (also measured by the number of 

employees) and the county. For instance in Nairobi a small workshop 1-5 employees as a 

Timber yard may be classified you pay Kshs.15, 000 per annum. 

 Fire Inspection License  

 County governments require you to have fire equipment just in case of a fire. The fire 

inspection license is issued when the county official inspect your premises and certain that you 

have the necessary equipment. The fee will vary from county to county but averages Kshs. 

5000 per annum. 

 Signboard License  

 If you are going to have a signboard advertising your business then you have to pay the county 

government for it. The exact fee will depend on the county and the kind of signboard; 

illuminated, size, placement etc. Budget at least Kshs.5000 for the license. In Nairobi the 

application fee for a signboard is Kshs.1400, and the cost of a meter squared non illuminated 

board is Kshs.2800.  

 Equipment License  

 If you are using machinery in your Timber Yard such as circular saw or any other most counties 

will sneak in some fee for it. In Nairobi the fee which is still a little vague costs Kshs. 5000 per 

annum. 
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 Business Registration 

This is not a must but if you are looking at opening a bank account with your business name or 

seeking corporate clients then you need to register your business. Registration is done at the 

AG chambers. The exact cost will depend on the kind of business you seek to register, and 

whether you are doing it yourself, using brokers or lawyers.Total costs for a basic business 

registration costs can be as low as Kshs. 3000 while for a company can rise to Kshs.30, 000.  

 Kenya Forest Service License 

The Kenya Forest Services charges for transporting timber. The charge will depend on the 

quantity of timber. 2- 4 tonnes – Kshs.1000, 5-7 tonnes – Kshs.1, 500, Over 7 tonnes – Kshs. 

2000. A timber import license costs Kshs.20, 000.  

 Other Licenses 

Depending on the counties you could also be hit by other ‘funny’ fees. For instance because of 

your machinery you could be required to pay a noise pollution fee, a building material transport 

fee and such others that county officials can squeeze from you.  

 

Equipment 
 

The following are some of the basic equipment used in a Timber Yard. There are smaller yards 

that operate without any or all of the equipment. 

 

Equipment Purpose Price Supplier 
Multipurpose Circular 
Saw and Surface 
Plane 

A multipurpose and 
circular saw and 
plane is a 
multipurpose tool that 
is used to split timber, 
smoothen (kupiga 
randa) and even and 
even to make 
decorations of sorts. If 
law on capital this is 
the one machine you 
should at least have. 
The most notable 
brand in the market is 
Lida. Others include 
Makita. 
 

The price will depend 
on the horse power 
and sometimes 
whether it’s fitted with 
a plane or not. Still 
the price ranges 
between Kshs.70, 000 
to Kshs.150, 000. 
There are also 
second hand and 
circular saws 
available. Second 
hand is not 
recommended for a 
new yard unless you 
have the assurance 
that it’s in great 

For all the equipment 
There are number of 
traders at Kariobangi 
Light Industries, 
Enterprise Road, and 
Industrial Area 
Nairobi. Though 
Nairobi has the 
highest number of 
smaller equipment 
sellers in every town. 
 
Biashara Master 
Sawmills Limited 

Baba Dogo Nairobi 
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 shape. Same with jua 
kali saws.  

0720 777 853 , 0722 
336 583 , 0720 215 
231 

 

Lathe Machine A lathe machine can 
be used to hold the 
timber as it’s spinned 
to make decorations. 
Think of designs seen 
in coffee table ‘legs’. 
This is not an 
absolute necessity. 
The motor is the key 
part of the lathe 
machine. 

Price start at Kshs.40, 
000. 

 

Electric Saw An electric saw is 
basically a saw fixed 
on a motor and using 
electricity to run. It’s 
used to split and cut 
wood. 

Prices start at Kshs. 
30,000.  

 

Band Saw A band saw is used to 
split large pieces of 
timber to smaller 
piece. Say you have a 
10 by 2 cypress 
timber and have to 
split and cut into 
smaller pieces then 
the band saw does 
the work. 

The price will range 
with the model, 
strength, size and 
whether second hand 
or new. Smaller of the 
band saw cost at least 
Kshs. 60,000 , while 
the bigger ones , such 
as the Robinson 
brand cost at least 
Kshs. 800,000  

 

 Other Equipment   

Timber  Treating / 
Painting Equipment 

If you are treating or 
painting timber for the 
customers you will 
need a trough for 
which to easily treat 
and pant the timber. 
So you just dip the 
timber and remove it 

At least Kshs. 10,000.   

Fire Extinguisher  You need an 
extinguisher just in 
case of fire, and also 
to meet county by 
laws. In addition to 
the extinguisher you 
could need a fire 
blanket 

Price will depend on 
the size and type of 
extinguisher. But 
budget at least 7,000 
and Kshs.3500 for the 
blanket.  
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See some images below:  

 

 

Figure 1: Timber Treatment Trough 
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Figure 2: Multipurpose circular saw and wood plane 

 

 

Capital Breakdown 
Item Breakdown  Total 

(Kshs.) 

                                                                          Licenses 

Single User Business Permit 1 15,000 

Company/ Business Registration (AG) 1 30,000 

Fire Inspection License 1    5000 

Signboard License 1      5000 

Equipment License 1        5000 

Miscellaneous License 1      10,000 

Sub Total   70,000 
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                                                                         Equipment 

Multipurpose Circular Saw / Plane /(5hp) 1  120,000 

Band Saw 1   70,000 

Electric Saw (optional)  1 30,000 

Lathe Machine 1 50,000 

Timber  Treating / Painting Equipment 1 10,000 

Fire Extinguisher and blanket 1 11,000 

Signboard 1 15,000 

Sub Total   306,000 

   

                                                                               Stock  

Cypress + Mukima ( Grevillia) + Blue gum Average of 7 tonnes 
each 

590,000 

   

                                                                              Premises 

Rent Long term lease at 
Kshs.600, 000. (Or rent 
at Kshs.30, 000 per 
month. 2 months deposit 
+ 1 month rent. Will 
depend on location. (@ 
Kshs.14,000 per month) 

300,000. 

Renovation ( Sheds and perhaps a small office Sheds and perhaps a 
small office. 

100,000 

Security  1 Watchman from 
security company / 
month 

25,000 

Sub Total   425,000 

   

                                                                       Working Capital 

Salary  3 months @ Kshs.10000 
per month, 3 workers 

90,000 

Electricity  3 months @ Kshs.4000 
per month 

 12,000 

Security 3 months @ Kshs.25,000 
per month 

75,000 

Miscellaneous  3 months @ 3000 per 
month 

15,000 

Sub Total   192,000 

   

   

Grand Total ( Adding all the above sub totals)   1,583,000 
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Some Notes on Capital 
Capital figures are estimates based on a case study. Still this should give you a very good idea 

of the capital you could need, 

Exact figures of some items will depend on location, where you purchase, and specifics of what 

you want. These include rent, machinery, licenses cost of security, stock you start with. 

You can start with lesser capital but at least have a multipurpose circular saw and some 

reasonable stock. If you can you can don’t start too too small.  

The security quoted above is for a security company guard. You definitely need a guard. Most 

timber yards in urban centers preferred company based guards because of the guarantees and 

peace that comes with it. This as opposed to freelance guards who though cheap could be a 

headache if you are not sure of their background , or anyone who can vouch for them.  There 

are security companies which sometimes will let you have the guard for the first three or so 

months at no cost. This is supposed to a sort of crude guarantee that if anything is lost, the 

money you should have paid acts as compensation.  Then at the end of the agreement if 

nothing is lost under the watch of their watchman then you pay for the three months which were 

initially ‘free’. 

 

Suppliers / Wholesalers 
Timber sold in Kenya is either imported or sourced locally. With the loosening up of the tree 

harvesting ban that had been imposed in 1999, there is now more timber coming from local 

sources and which is at times cheaper than the imported timber. Kenya is estimated to have a 

timber deficit of 16.6 meter cubic per annum, thus necessitating importation. 

Still Kenya is a timber deficit country necessitating the importation of Timber.  To understand the 

supply chain better here is the general flow of timber in Kenya:  

 

 

Supply Chain 
(See diagram below) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.kenyaknowhow.com/


  13 
 

 

 

                                                     

                                                                                                 

 

      

 

       

  

                            

                                                                                               

 

 

                                                                                       

 

 

Details on Wholesalers 

Before we look at the above flow, so if you want to open a Timber Yard where do you get the 

timber at a wholesale price? The exact answer will depend on your location but could take any 

of these forms: 

- Buy from existing or neighboring timber yards of the same status which could you a 

small discount from their retail prices 

- Buy from Timber Yards which also pass as wholesalers by virtue of their prices and 

business model 

- Buy farm timber from farms in your neighborhood or where you have contacts 

- Buy timber from sawmills in the rift valley and parts of central province 

- Buy timber by acquiring licenses and harvesting trees in forests 

- Buy timber from brokers sourcing directly from forests 

- Buy timber from brokers sourcing from brokers sourcing from licensed harvesters 

- Buy timber from the brokers who source  from whatever, legally and illegally  and deliver 

to your yard 

- Buy from suppliers who import from and sell in wholesale 

Forests Sawmillers/Timber 

Traders 

T 

T 

Traders/ Brokers/ 

Wholesalers 

Retail Timber Yards  

Consumers 

Private Farms 

Imports 
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- Buy from brokers who buy from importers 

- Import yourself 

 

The very basic step before you start looking for suppliers is to establish the prices within the 

location where you want to operate. Although prices quoted leave room for negotiations, and the 

fact that such prices could be based on price based competition at the time, by researching 

several yards you will get a good idea of average prices in the neighborhood. 

These prices should be able to guide you as you negotiate with suppliers. 

It follows then the easiest way, though not necessarily the best option,  to get a supplier is then 

is to visit to the bigger and more reputable timber within your locality and see if they offer 

favorable prices if you are buying in wholesale. The more established the timber yard, the 

higher volume it’s selling, the likelihood that it will be purchasing timber at discounted prices. 

Some of them actually act as wholesalers and retailers.  You are not certain to get very good 

prices, and there could be limitations in terms of sizes. 

The next better options are to hunt around for yards which also act as proper wholesalers.  In 

Nairobi there are some big yards which are outright wholesalers. For instance around 

Kariobangi, Kawangware and even industrial areas. Some of these have the networks to legally 

or illegally get timber from the forests, saw mills, brokers or even import. As a rule of the thumb 

have a person familiar with timber, either by virtue of business or having worked at a yard, to 

guide you. The business is full of trickery which the novice can blindly fall for.  

Another relatively easy option, and often used by many start up timber yards, is to hook up with 

a freelance broker cum wholesaler.  These get timber from ‘their’ sources and deliver to your 

yard. Often they offer better prices, and thus higher margins.  

The bigger ones will insist on you buying a truckload of timber. As you will see below this will 

require more capital but results in higher margin. If you are new to the business try to build 

relationship with the lower cadre staff of a couple of several timber yards, and then ask for 

contacts of brokers who supply them. Sometime a small consideration will motivate them.  

Another rule of the thumb is never to pay for what you can’t see. There are many conmen in the 

business. Let it be cash on delivery especially as a newcomer. 

The challenges of getting a good supplier are only at the start. Once you start, and a few 

months down the line, you will have learnt the good and the bad of suppliers practically, before 

finally settling on a couple of trusted wholesalers. Again once you open timber traders will at 

times come knocking so that they can sell you their cargo. 

Smaller and newer timber traders in the neighborhood could also approach seeking to enjoin 

you a temporary partnership where you all contribute money so as to be able to purchase in 

bulk say a truckload of timber, and that your supplier problem is solved and you enjoy higher 

margins. Of course you agree how you are going to share the timber you have bought as a 

group. No need to insist, you need to due to your diligence before getting into such 

arrangements.  
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 The more you remain in the business the more you understand the supply process. Theory can 

only do as much. You get into the business, and you are passing next to some blue gum trees 

and it attracts your interest. Suppliers could make or break your business. They will also 

determine your profitability.  

That said here if in Nairobi here are some contacts to jump start you. We are not vouching for 

any so make your judgment as need be.  

John Gitau of telephone number: 0706256815 is stationed in Kahawa West, he sells in 

wholesale. He buys timber directly from Kinangop and Eldoret and sells to retailers depending 

on orders made and agreements signed.  

Another major trader with a yard along Northern Bypass is a Mr. Joseph Ndungu of telephone 

0723523430. 

(We are building a contacts list of reliable suppliers in different urban areas. We will send it as 

an addition once we are done) 

 

Most new yards owners in big towns like Nairobi get their supplies from brokers. The word 

broker is used loosely since it could be traders with own yards but also selling in wholesale. Or 

traders who source from the forests or import from Tanzania or DRC.   

 Locally timber in wholesale is obtained from areas in upper central province and the rift valley 

such as Elburgon, Njoro, Nyandarua, Aberadare, Nakuru, Kinagop, and Eldoret. Elburgon is 

always a good place to start your search. 

Purchasing timber from yards selling at wholesale prices or some brokers does not offer as high 

margins as when buying from as close as the source as possible, or directly from forests , farms 

or brokers stationed near such places. Still it saves you the hustle as a newbie as you learn the 

inside out of the business. Limitations in capital could also make the broker option the better 

and most convenient option rather than buying from forests, sawmill 

 

An additional note on imports 

 Timber that is imported to Kenya largely comes from Tanzania and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC). 
 
According to KFS data in 2013 Kenya imported 38,507 m3 of timber that translated to retail 
gross income Kshs 2.5 billion in Nairobi and Kshs 2.8 billion in Mombasa. For timber sold in 
Nairobi, the share of gross income for players in Kenya indicated that government taxes and 
fees accounted for 18%, transport and importers each 12% and retailers 15%. For timber sold in 
Mombasa, importers received 21% of the income, government taxes and fees 16%, transporters 
13% and retailers 15%.  
 
For softwood timber imports from Tanzania the producer groups gross income share was 48%, 
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Tanzanian taxes/fees (8.5%), Kenya taxes/fees (11.6%), transport costs from Iringa to 
Mombasa (20%), importers (8.1%) and retailers (3.8%) 
 
About 90% of hardwood timbers imported in 2013 were destined for Nairobi while Mombasa 
accounted for 9% and other towns 1%. For softwood timber from Tanzania, 75% were destined 
for Mombasa, 16% destined for Nairobi and 9% for other towns. The figures show the 
importance of timber imports to the woodwork and construction sectors in Nairobi and 
Mombasa. 
 
 

 

 

More on the supply chain: 
The relationship, linkages or the influence a yard owner has with different players in the supply 
chain determine the price at which he procures the timber and thus his margins. Though some 
yard owners’ source timber directly from forests and farmers many prefer to use middlemen, 
thus joining the chain at the third level.  
 
Capital, political connections and experience in the trade largely determine where in the chain a 

trader falls. By law the forest the Kenya Forest Services (KFS) is responsible for management 

of forests in the country. 

 However with the coming of devolution, county governments have been trying to have much 

more say in how forests are managed. This has led to conflict between the two. Thus there are 

cases where KFS might give a logging license to an individual but the county government 

protests and creates hiccups which make the tree harvesting difficult and an expensive 

experience. On the other hand some county governments have been accused of aiding in illegal 

logging.   

The ‘straight’ process to get a logging license from Kenya Forestry Service has been as follows:  

 The Director of KFS identifies plantations for harvesting during the year; 
 Environmental Impact Assessment is done; 
 Director receives requests from licensed operators; 
 Allocation is done in writing with copies to relevant offices; 
 Inventory is done by KFS to determine stumpage volume; 
 Payment is made and receipted; 
 Harvesting is done; 
 Logs are hammer marked; 
 Transit Permit issued by KFS to allow the transport of the logs out of the forest. 

The allocation system described above is being phased out and replaced with an auction 
method where standing trees in plantations will be advertised for sale and eligible operators 
allowed to place bids for their purchase through competition. The highest bidder will win.  
 
Either way there is need for leverage to get the licenses, and although you can get a logging 

license in a straight manner, as a newbie it pays to create the necessary links, learn about the 

http://www.kenyaknowhow.com/


  17 
 

trade from a wholesale and retail perspective. You get the license, harvest the trees so what 

next? The harvested logs need to be processed to timber? You need machinery and reliable 

transport. You need to know the routes and expectations of authorities along the route. And you 

need to know the market chain so as to be able to dispose the timber in bulk or in the most 

profitable manner as possible.   

All this is not impossible but think of it this way,   you want to start a timber yard next week you 

are not just going to KFS with your proposal and say you want a license to harvest trees in 

Aberadare forest. It doesn’t work that way. Licenses are grated on a need basis, for instance 

when there is need to ‘cull’ some trees. So it’s not an everyday walk in walk out exercise. And 

even if you want have to harvest the trees illegally then you need to ‘work’ the illegal ‘system. 

It’s because of all these issues that the market is structured the way it is; every level 

understanding a part of the market and absorbing the headaches associated with it. Of course 

there are traders who control the whole chain, but it comes with experience and a level of 

craftiness. It’s achievable. (We will look at the harvesting, sawmilling and other wholesaling side 

of the business in another report)  

This is not to discourage you.  Capital is not the only requirement, a street smart realistic feel 

and understanding of the chain of the business is required as you go higher in the chain.  

The importation process though lucrative also requires a very proper understanding of the 

market in the countries involved. It’s also mired in the same cloak and dagger bureaucracies 

which we will touch on briefly.  

In some places brokers have created a sort of fence  and thus no  ‘external ‘ trader can get 

logging licenses or harvest trees legally or illegally without passing through them. To get access 

to such timber some traders partners with such brokers by financing them or on a revenue 

sharing model.  

One crucial role of brokers who sell to retail yards is aggregation. In your timber yard you will 

need to have a variety of timber: cypress, pine, blue gum, mukima etc. A broker (wholesaler) 

gets all these types of timber from various sources and delivers to you as a package if you need 

it so. Even when you need just one type of timber the broker bulks until there are sufficient 

quantities to make profit both for himself and the retailer, considering things like transport, 

labour, licenses and bribes. 

 In some areas brokers aggregate timbers by moving from farm to farm purchasing whatever 

small quantities are available; one two, three trees until they too are able to accumulate 

significant quantities to cover costs, transport to yards in urban areas and make money for 

everyone involved.  
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In Summary: How To Get A Supplier 
 

 Research the timber prices in yards around the location where you plan to set up. Get 
prices from different yards: Highest and lowest prices.  

 
 Know the prices consumers are buying the timber 

 
 Contact wholesalers or brokers - Note wholesalers could be other yards. One of the 

easiest way to get in touch with brokers or wholesalers is to talk to low level timber yard 
workers. Most tend to be willing to give information. Another method is to visit areas 
known for timber yards. In Nairobi check Kariobangi or Kawangware.  

 
 Get their prices and compare with the retail prices in your location. You should be 

conversant with how timber is measured. This will enable you to do calculations which to 
know whether you are getting a fair price.  

 
 Like in any business take necessary precautions when dealing with brokers. Also be 

alive to the tricks in the business a common being under measurement.  
 

 Settle on a supplier and make the purchase. 
 

 Still the market is open and as you familiarize yourself be on the lookout for better deals.  
 

 

 

What to Stock  
As you are starting there will be the question of what kind of timber to stock and what in what 

quantities. Your main customers, actually almost 98% will be in construction and furniture 

industries.  Ideally you should stock enough of all kind if timber but capital limitations sometimes 

make that not possible. Again market sense also dictates what you stock; no need to tie cash in 

the kind of timber that moves at a snail’s pace.  

 There are entrepreneurs who have started with cheap but fast moving timber type specifically 

Mukima (Grevillea Robusta) and Eucalyptus (Blue gum). Mukima is not the best quality of 

timber but in construction it’s largely used to make shutters among other temporary uses. 

Because it will be disposed afterwards builders have no problem using it since it’s cheap. Why 

use a more expensive type of timber when you will dispose it afterwards?  Relatively items like 

shutters need higher quantities of timber, thus it’s easy to sell large quantities (feet) of Mukima. 

 Blue gum is loved by carpenters who sometimes pass it for hardwood. In construction blue gum 

is used for roofs and some frames. Although used it’s not very popular in construction among 

the reasons being that it’s sensitive to humidity and at times curves.  As an aside there are two 

types of blue gum trees white and red. White cracks and bends. Have some expertise when 

purchasing timber.  
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A couple of yards with low capital have started with Mukima, and then added some blue gum 

and the rest of the timber. 

Still cypress is the timber. It’s loved by those in construction   because of its qualities. For 

instance it can be rained on without bending. And does not crack easily. Also unlike blue gum 

it’s easy to use. You will eventually need to stock cypress less you loose favor of the builders.  

So try have at least cypress, mukima and blue gum. If low on capital stock lots of mukima 

because they are relatively cheap and are usually bought in large amounts.  

Pine is also used but it’s a delicate timber, easily bending under weight.  You don’t have to 

initially stock it.  

 

 

 

Revenue 
 

Overview 

Timber for sale at the retail level is measured in various sizes as need be. There is 6 by 2, 2by 

2, 3 by 2, 4 by 2 and so forth. This is length by height in inches (insert image). A 6 by 2 is too 

large for everyday use either in construction or carpentry. It’s not a size that is purchased often. 

Still when buying in wholesale this is the size that is commonly used among others such as 10 

by 2, 12 by 2.  

Once a retailer buys a 6 by 2 in wholesaler he subdivides it into the commonly used sizes.  For 

instance if she divides 6 by 2 to 2 by 2 then  that will result into three pieces, 3 by 2 two pieces, 

4 by 2 one piece and a 2 by 2  .  

As an addendum you can buy in wholesale pieces smaller than 6 by 2 but it’s not the best of 

decisions in terms of margins. And if you buy 6 by 2 then you need to have a saw (circular or 

band) to split the timber into smaller pieces. Before we continue exploring let us have a look at 

some prices from some timber yards.  

The data is based on the experience of a yard in Nairobi (January 2016). Prices could vary. But 

the below should be a good standard guide. Prices are not fixed and there is always room for 

negotiations.  
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Sample Wholesale and Retail Prices 

Type of Timber  Usage  Wholesale Price 
(Kshs) Per Ft 

Retail Price (Kshs) 
Per Ft 

Mukima (Grevellia) For shutter building  Ksh17 per feet – ( 
Bought from a broker 
who aggregates from 
farmers in Central 
province) 

Kshs. 20 to Kshs. 22 
per feet 

Cypress For roof fitting , 
frames, fisherbaords 
and such 

Ksh55 per 6x2 foot 4x2 is Ksh44 
3x2 is Ksh33 
2x2 is Ksh24 

Blue Gum  To make furniture and 
for "kuni"  

Ksh45 per 6x2 foot 4x2 is Ksh33 
3x2 is Ksh28 
2x2 is Ksh18 

Poles For supporting 
shutter. Goes along 
with Mukima 

Ksh15 Ksh20 

 

Revenue Scenarios & Notes 

Let us look at cypress. In this case a 6 by 2 costs Kshs. 55 per foot in wholesale. If its sub 

divided into 3 by 2 then those will be two pieces, each going at Kshs. 44 per foot (Total 

Kshs.88). That means in this case a foot of cypress nets gross revenue of Kshs.33 per foot 

If the 6 by 2 is divided into 2 by 2 then those will be three pieces. Selling each piece at Kshs. 24 

per foot then that will be Kshs. 72, and a margin of Kshs. 17 per foot. 

The market is imperfect and although prices fall within the same general range the specifics are 

different. For instance during this research we found instance where cypress  timber was selling 

4 by 2 at Kshs. 42, 2 by 2 at Kshs. 18, 3 by 2 Kshs. 30. We also found cypress at Kshs.35 per 

feet wholesale. 

Mukima as mentioned is used to make shutters. Thus it’s not uncommon for a yard to sell over a 

thousand feet at a go. A rule of the thumb is to make at least Kshs. 5 to Kshs.7 per feet. 

At times when buying in wholesale you might not get exact prices per foot. You purchase a 

whole, quarter, or full load of lorry timber and the quantity is an estimate. For instance one 

retailers gets a lorry with an estimated 7000 ft if Blue gum at Kshs. 160,000 and that of Cypress 

at Kshs. 250,000 for an estimated 7000 feet.  (In this case the price of Cypress at Elburgon from 

a saw miller will be about Kshs.170, 000. It could be lower or just slightly higher) 
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In another case a broker supplied a timber yard with a lorry full of a mix of Blue Gum and 

Cypress at an average of Kshs. 800,000. The timber yard retailer gross profit from this was 

supposed to be at least Kshs.300, 000. The arrangement with this particular trader is to make a 

down payment of Kshs. 400,000.and the broker to collect the rest in two installments in 30 to 60 

days maximum. The retailer aims to make his returns by the time the consignment is half way 

through sold or thereabouts.  

Gross Margins in the business range between 20% to 40 % (Refer to above figures to get 

margin examples.)  

 

Factors Influencing Revenue 

As perhaps is clear now, margins in the business depend on: 

 

Source of Supplies  

Where you purchase the timber will determine your margins. As we have noted above there are 

differences in prices between different wholesalers and brokers. Quantities, understanding of 

the market, connections, and all that determine source of supplies determine source of timber 

and margins after. 

Pricing  

 Pricing varies from location to location and from yard to yard. And as is often from customer to 

customer. Like we pin pointed though the prices in the market are generally within the same 

range. , they are specific differences between different yards. Your pricing will depend first on 

how much you bought the timber. You can’t price at a loss. 

 Second your competition will determine how you price, you   don’t want to be the yard that has 

the highest price especially as a new entrant. Neither do you want to be the person pricing the 

lowest and distorting the market. You don’t want to initiate aggressive rivalry too early. Then if 

you price the lowest and you are in a good location   you could be leaving money on the table. If 

you price the lowest then you have to work hard to sustain it. (Price will also be determined by 

some other factors below, but which also generally influence revenue)  

Location 

Location will also determine the revenue. If you are in a strategic busy location, by numbers of 

developments for instance, and easily accessible compared to the rest then you could pull in 

more walk in customers. You could also price higher. Same with starting a yard in a location 

with economics of location; an area known for timber yards. Never ignore the present 

developments in the area, and the potential for future developments.  
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Costs 

Your costs will also influence your revenue. If costs such as rent are high then it will eat into 

your revenue.  If you decide to offer transport Find a balance between offering ‘free’ transport to 

customers so that they stick with you and the actual costs you incur when transporting.  

 

Networks  

Though you can open a timber yard and wait for customers to walk in, this is the kind of 

business that grows on relationships that you build with people in the building and construction 

industry especially within your locality. These include fundis, foremen, contractors; roofing 

fundis etc these relationships help get references, win business and build loyalty among your 

core customers. At times these relationships are based on a monetary consideration. Consider 

such more as commission for business rather than a bribe. You need to be outgoing to build 

networks.  

You see a construction happening in the neighborhood and approach them with an offer to sell 

timber, at favorable terms, favorable to the costs of the business and to the person making the 

decisions that is if he is not the owner.  

A number of yards also have agreements with freelance small scale brokers who go out there, 

get the orders then bring over the customers. The broker then either gets a commission or adds 

some extra amount when quoting to the customer; this exact amount would then be given to the 

broker later. 

Negotiating Skills  

Like mentioned there is room for negotiations. You have to be smart in this. To do it in such a 

way that makes the customer buy while maximizing your returns. Consider volumes and 

possibility of converting them to a return customer. For instance you can cunningly offer a 

customer free transport for significant quantities but stick to a higher price.  

Negotiating is more of charming act. If a customer feels you have over priced, he might never 

return. In some cases where there is intense competition rival timber yards will cannibalize 

customers. So if Yard B they see customers who have bought timber from Yard A, they will try 

finding a way to hint that he could get a better price if he had bought from them. A difference of 

a shilling is big in the timber industry where customers buy hundreds of feet at a go. If the 

customer is buying more than one type and size of timber try to play around to get the maximum 

returns. For instance of cypress is more profitable you offer more discount at the expense of 

blue gum poles or whatever else. 

 

Machinery and Extra Services (See notes under competition)  
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Generally Revenue in the business has been increasing in tandem with the growth in 

construction business.  This trend is set to continue for the next few years as the economy 

expands and construction continues. However it might slow down next year due to election 

uncertainties and anxieties.  

Revenue is also influenced by the ability to rope in and lock in customers through cross selling. 

For instance having a small hardware selling items like cement, iron sheets and nails. You can 

also have a yard with sand, stones and concrete. These items may not have big margins but 

they cage the customer so that after buying timber he does not go looking for them in the 

hardware next door which also stocks timber, and probably get a better deal for timber. In some 

cases the items can provide revenue big enough to pay staff and other expenses. You don’t 

need to stock these in large quantities, you can have a few of them  for ‘ display’ and if  a 

customer shows interest in purchasing, give a commitment to purchase you buy in wholesale 

and deliver later in the day or the following day.  

Below are some selected prices to guide you on the margins in the hardware business. These 

are average prices with November 2015 as the base:  

 

Sample Hardware Items Price List  
Item Wholesale Cost (Kshs)  Retail Price (Kshs)  

Cement - 50 Kg Bag; 

Blue Triangle  

Simba 

 

630 

600 

 

670 

640 

Steel Bars; 

Y8 

Y10 

Y12 

Y16 

R8 

R10 

 

310 

480 

700 

1280 

300 

340 

 

350 

550 

750 

1380 

350 

380 

Pipes; 
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3" 

4" 

Black Light Steel Pipes - 1" 

Galvanized Light Steel Pipes - 1" 6m 

Black Medium Steel Pipes - 1" 6m 

Galvanized Medium Steel Pipes - 1" 

6m 

Black Heavy Steel Pipes - 1" 6m 

Galvanized Heavy Steel Pipes - 1" 

6m 

500 

720 

1,000 

1,450 

1,150 

1,830 

1,750 

2,750 

600 

850 

1,200 

1,600 

1,300 

1,950 

1,880 

2,900 

PPR Pipes; 

0.5" 

0.75" 

 

150 

250 

 

200 

300 

Iron Sheets; 

Galsheet (painted)  

Unpainted 32 Gauge -  

2m 

2.5m 

3m 

 

500 - 800 

 

300 

400 

500 

 

900 - 1200 

 

400 

500 

600 

Paints -  1 Litre in Quantity; 

Crown Paints 

Duracoat  

Basco 

Solai 

Contractor  

Ideal 

United 

 

600 

550 

220 

280 

420 

300 

300 

 

680 

650 

300 

350 

500 

350 

350 
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Shamco  

Apex 

Unity 

Beaver  

280 

400 

270 

300 

350 

500 

350 

400 

Nails  70 per Kg averagely  110 per Kg 

 

You need to have a good cash flow, and access to cash on short notice. This is because as it 

often happens a broker can call and say he has in his possession a consignment which he is 

selling at a ‘good ‘ price, which is below the usual market rate, and he needs to sell it quickly. 

Then you need the money to buy. At times a contractor could just walk in and make a massive 

order, bigger than your immediate stock. In that case you need to have cash to buy stock to 

supply.  

A Timber Yard Profile 

To get more sense of the business here is a quick profile of a Timber Yard in Nairobi:  

Location: Kahawa West, just along the Northern By-pass and has a smaller branch near 

Membley. 

Competition:  At least nine timber yards within a radius of 200 meters. The concentration of 

Timber Yard in about two kilometers radius is very high, and so is construction activity.  There 

are at least 27 yards within about three kilometer radius, with 6 having branches.  The Timber 

Yard operates 6 days a week, from morning till evening, except on Sundays.  – Operating 

weeks  

Position in the Market: The Timber Yard is one of the two dominating in the area. At times 

recording foot traffic of 20 to 30 customers in an hour, which is relatively high.  This is by virtue 

of location, owners Vis a Vis business reputation and what is perceived as great service. The 

next big yard is about 50 meters away.  

 Manpower: The main wing has got 6 employees and a manager. The manager is the owner’s 

wife. The employees load, saw, measure and prepare the timber in various ways. In case of 

transport one of the employees acts as the driver. Occasionally the owner hires casual staff to 

load, offload or help in transport.  

Machinery:  Circular Saw, Lathe machine, Painting trough and electric saw. There is also a 

canter lorry and two hand pulled carts.  

Date of Opening: 2011, the new branch was opened in 2011. And owner said it has broken 

even.  
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Suppliers: The Timber Yard relies on two major supplies. One who supplies specifically 

Cyprus, Mukima and the poles, and another who supplies only Blue Gum. The suppliers nay 

brokers source from Nyandarua, Eldoret and other parts of the Rift Valley.  

Differentiation: Though the yard sells various types of timber, it’s particularly a favorite with 

carpenters because it has a large and consistent supply of Blue Gum at a fair price. This in the 

Kahawa West, Kamae, and Kiwanja areas. The yard also offers free timber plane services and 

timber painting.  

Major Customers: a) Carpenters who buys mainly Blue Gum timber for their furniture fittings 

and works at their workshops b) Real estate investors, fundis and contractors, who purely buy 

Cypress timber for roof fittings, Mukima for shutter and the poles to stabilize the shutter c) A few 

land/plot owners, business owners who uses poles to fence or to put a perimeter fence.. Most 

sales happen between early morning and late afternoon. 

Rent: The main wing's rent is Ksh45, 000 and the branch is Ksh30, 000 per month. Both 

premises are adjacent to main roads and easily accessible.  

Turnover: On average the yard has a daily turnover of Kshs. 160,000. The amount peaks to 

highs of Kshs.300, 000 and gets to a low of Kshs.80, 000. 

Expenses: The major expenses are rent, electricity, manpower, transport and security.  

Opening and Closing Hours: 6.45 AM to 7PM. 

Capital Invested: Kshs.1. 4 million (Main Branch)  

 

 

 Competition and Survival  

Overview 
 

The number of timber yard has been increasing. From a quick survey two in every ten yards 

have opened in the last three years (2016). Along a two kilometer area in a  section along the 

Eastern bypass we counted at least 12 yards which have opened in slightly less than two years 

.( 2015) . 

The growth is in tandem with the growth in the building and construction industry. 

That said there are areas where the growth of the timber yard business has slowed down. This 

is attributed to constrain in terms of space and a crowded market.  
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Barriers to Entry 
 

Space  

Timber is bulky and needs space to work on, display and store. In the best of locations open 

spaces where to put a timber yard are in competition with buildings. In others there is intense 

competition for such spaces with entrepreneurs who want to put businesses such as car wash 

or open bars. Where space is available in good locations lease terms are sometimes not 

suitable. Even for entrepreneurs with capital and the will space is often a significant challenge. 

 

Capital  

 With Kshs.300, 000 it’s possible to start a small timber yard, on a small piece of land with no 

machinery or just the very basic. You will get customers but with time you could find yourself not 

being able to fulfill their needs especially if you are within a busy location with lots of 

development and activity. You could run out of stock, have limitations smoothening and splitting 

timber to various required sizes, painting and such other extra services. 

 not that you can’t start with the less capital but in the last few years  new investors in the timber 

yard business are putting in large sums of money even when starting; this is reflected in the 

stock, machinery and the spaces they lease. They start in a large scale to match others already 

existing in the market. Some investments amount to Kshs.5 million. Establishing a small timber 

yard next or near a well capitalized one makes yours dull and giving the impression it will not 

satisfy the customers need. Not attract enough large buyers to grow. Still as we illustrated 

above it’s possible to start small and grow, but it’s tough to remain small for long. 

 

Suppliers  

 From the outside the timber supply chain could look vague and complex. Unlike the supply 

chains of other businesses information in the timber business especially in urban areas tends 

not to e clouded, and depending on who you are talking to with a ‘fake’ sense of complexity. 

With a little digging the supply is not as complex as it seems or as others tend to put it. That 

said getting a reliable, honest and price fair supplier is sometimes a challenge especially for 

entrepreneurs wishing to get into the business. This at times acts as a barrier to entry. 

 

Understanding of the Business  

To sell timber you need to understand the different kinds, different sizes, different uses, and 

characteristics of different timber, sources and tricks. This skill could be hired or learned on the 

job over a short time. Some prospective investors are hesitant to get into the business 
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without enough of the knowledge or without a trustworthy skilled person to run the business on 

their behalf.  

The barriers have not discouraged investment in the business. The returns, growth of the 

building and construction industry, and more business information becoming available have 

motivated entrepreneurs to overcome the barriers and invest in the business. The barriers are 

not high enough to discourage investment in the business. More timber yards will continue 

being established.  

Factors Influencing Competition: 
 

Location  

Trying to locate in the most strategic of places as possible. Good locations in this business 

mean where there is significant building and construction activity, reasonable number of 

carpenters, easy accessibility and visibility.  

Competiting by location also involves ‘ring fencing’ other strategic areas within the 

neighborhood where a yard is operating. This has led to yards having several branches within a 

short radius. This is to tap customers at all points and keep off competition.  

There are also yards which compete by starting in areas with economies of location; areas 

known for timber yards. This way they spend less acquiring customers and take advantages 

that may be available in such an area like large number of customers visiting the area, suppliers 

and the presence of a pool of industry knowledge.  

Pricing  

This is a market which is sensitive to price, where a small difference in price leads to an 

increase or decrease in customers. Although in many cases there exists a ‘market price’ which 

is used as a benchmark for the right price to pay, different yards fixed and played around with 

price as need be. Offering discounts to bulk and long term customers while raising the price for 

new and little informed buyers. Price based competition is also based on market domination.  

Price based competition is not very open, rather it is based on negotiations and discounts when 

the customer walks in. In a particular location you will find the general prices more or less the 

same. But show intent to purchase and negotiate and then the prices are no longer fixed. With 

time word gets out which yard offers the best prices. In some areas yards conspire to fix prices. 

However such agreements don’t last long and since they are gentleman agreements they are 

difficult to enforce. The ability to compete on price is tied to costs, buying price and expected 

margins. 

 

 

 

http://www.kenyaknowhow.com/


  29 
 

Supplies  

 Competition is also based on sourcing. Timber yards try to source in the most efficient and 

least expensive ways possible. Sourcing is dependent on connections in the chain, capital and 

own initiatives. If a yard owner is able to buy timber at lower costs, build relationships that help 

him enjoy credit and acquire great quality timber then he will have an edge when compared to 

the competition. 

Extra Services  

There are yards which compete by offering related services at no extra costs. These could 

include free ‘smoothening’ services, treating (for preservation) the timber used for roofing or 

poles free of charge saving the customer time and money he could have used to buy the 

treatment chemicals. The money saved may not be huge but customers appreciated. 

Free transport services are also offered. This of course is on a cost benefit analysis; a yard 

won’t offer transport if the quantities purchased cannot cover the cost of fuel and still remain 

with profit. These extra services keep the customers happy and coming back. 

Variety   

Other yards compete by having as much variety of timber as need be. So in addition to the 

common cypress, blue gum, and mukima they could have pine, mahogany, oak and a variety of 

other timber. This serves to attract even niche buyers and build a reputation as the yard with it 

all. 

 

More Observations on Capital: 

On the face of it, at least going by activity in the construction industry, customers are supposed 
to be easily available. However that is not always the  
Case. In some areas some yards tend to have built strong relationships with a large percentage 

of builders in the location.  

These kinds of yards do not rely on walk in customers alone rather they aggressively marketed 

themselves and maintained a strong hold on the customers they acquire. . It is common in some 

areas to have one or two players doing over 80 % of the supplies, denying new traders the 

chance to break even fast. The timber market as of now is big enough to accommodate new 

players, though the latter take a little more time to penetrate and establish themselves. Still 

scale has a way of attracting customers faster. 

 

Quality is also used to compete. Quality depends on the target customers. But generally it has 

to do with the maturity of the tree from which the timber is harvested, the processing of the 

timber ( how was it dried, is it warped etc), absence of cracks and twists in the wood ,blue 

stains, ‘bad’ surface due to blunt power saws and other such factors .  
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Lines of credit to reliable customers are also used to compete. A yard extends credit to a 

contractor and gets paid weekly or even monthly. . Credit though has to be offered with caution 

as there is always the possibility of default and disputes about quantities and qualities.  

Notable among many timber yards is lack of any sort of branding or the kind of advertisement 

that tended to go beyond price and generalities like quality and any size. There was no hyping 

even of the basic specifics that consumers were concerned about when purchasing timber; 

things like straight, dry, treatment, fair prices and other. The perception is that all timber is the 

same, and location, relationships and price are the key considerations. Some don’t even have 

basic sideboards. 

For skilled and even new contractors they could react positively to a brand which promises and 

delivers a sort of assurance which would remove the guesswork (for instance the usual 

suspicion that timber is not of the stated size) which at times exists in the purchase of timber. 

The yard business operates a bit informally; open a yard, stock with timber, wait for customers 

to walk in, or use your contacts to acquire customers. While this worked there were limitations in 

terms of reach, and the rate of expansion. There is an opportunity for good and inexpensive 

branding. Communicating attributes like honesty, quality of timber and extra services.   

With the increasing demand for real estate land owners in some sections are opting to put up 

commercial or out rightly sell their land instead of leasing to start yard. This is slowly leading to 

concentration of yards in particular estates where road reserves are still available and demand 

for space is not at its extreme.  

There are also many yards establishing in areas which are opening up as a result of 

construction of bypasses. There are a lot of construction going in such areas and compared to 

older estates there is more space. 

 Space constraints  has led to the emergence of small yards which don’t fit the traditional 

description of a timber yard in that they operate from normal midsized shops a little modified to 

hold  timber. Others use such shops as display points, while stocking in other places such as 

compounds of their houses.  

 

The Prospects:  
Since 2013 the prospects of the timber business has remained more or less the same: 
 
The demand for timber is increasing, and bar any radical policy on forests and use of timber the 

returns from the timber business will remain relatively high. This will motivate more people to 

invest in timber yards. Competition will increase. As this happens price will continue being a 

point of competition, but there will also be efforts to move beyond price and compete on 

marketing, scale, crude branding, additional services, sourcing, cross selling and some sort of 

product differentiation.  
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This will be more so among new small and medium yards that might not have the efficiencies 

and capital to compete on price and who are struggling to penetrate a market dominated by a 

few players in particular areas. With innovative way of sourcing ( like joining together to import) , 

and possibility of forestry policy decisions being devolved to the counties in the long run the 

supply side will be more accessible. Eventually market share will be determined by supplies, 

aggressive marketing and relationships built with individual builders, contractors or carpenters. 

 

Manpower  
 

Average number of employees per yard – 4  
 
Average monthly salary (manual work assistants) – Ksh.9, 000  
 
Lowest salary recorded – Ksh.6, 000 

 

Medium sized yards tend to have three or two classes of employees. There are the manual 
laborers who are mainly involved in taking measurements, loading and unloading. There is also 
the administrative person who at times doubles as the cashier. Her main role is to keep an eye 
on the operation. In some cases the assistant don’t have much skill in the timber trade. 
 
 Others have at least an employee with some experience or are an authority in the timber trade. 
He handles the customers, recommending different kind of timber and interpreting their orders 
to the rest of the workers. At times this employee acts as the overall manager.  
 
Employee reward is largely on monthly basis. Other than it being cheaper to hire casual staff on 
a monthly salary than paying a daily rate, the main reason is reliability; having the manpower 
available at all time and not going to look for laborers when say a customer was waiting. Still 
others have casual laborers on call so that they come only when needed.  
 
Yards which operate informally in the sense that they were not formally registered and are for 
instance set up within the homes of the owners or other relatively remote places usually have 
one permanent employee. They make use of casual laborers as need be.  
 
Most new yards prefer to have at least one employee knowledgeable in matters timber. 
Knowledge is mainly acquired through experience in the industry at whatever level.  
Honesty, good health, and a fair understanding of the business were the main considerations 

when hiring. 
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Consumer Behavior  
 
A lot on customers has been covered above and here is a recap.  
 
Price is a key consideration of timber consumers but so is quality. Definition of quality may differ 
among various customers but it usually touch on well dried, no cracks, smooth and of expected 
strength and length.  
 
Trust and honesty is another important consideration. Some yard owners or employees 
sometimes modify the tape so that some few inches or a foot is skipped in between when 
measuring. 
 
Consumers also respond positively to availability of transport at no extra cost.  
Consumer also loved it when the employees or owner seemed to have good understanding of 

timber and could make objective suggestions or 

 

http://www.kenyaknowhow.com/

