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Importing countries │ volumes │ origin

Reed or other vegetable materials?

Common Reed (Phragmites australis) has a long history as a
locally sourced building material, particularly for roofing. Reed-
thatched houses are a traditional feature of coastal European
architecture. At the same time, the area of natural reed beds has
declined and local supply is limited in many countries.
Consequently, national demand for thatch must now be met
through imports, and reed became a globally traded commodity.
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• Large variations in import volumes and trading partners,
both between countries and over time.

• China has become a major player in the European market.

• Cultivating Common Reed as a paludiculture crop may
improve the quantity of thatching reed – for regional and
national markets (Becker et al. 2020) and across Europe.
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Conclusion

The Netherlands, Germany, Denmark and the United Kingdom
are known as countries relying heavily on imported reed. These
countries rely on imports of 70−95% of their national
consumption (Wichmann & Köbbing 2015). Our study
investigated also Belgium, Italy, Spain, France and Ireland as
additional reed-importing countries.

We analysed European trade statistics (Harmonised System Code
14019000) to determine:

a) the annual volumes imported by these nine countries

b) the origin of the imported reed

c) changes over the period from 1990 to 2023.

The analysed Eurostat data refer not only to reed, but to a
group of vegetable materials used for thatching, plaiting or
weaving (e.g. rushes, osier, raffia, cleaned, bleached or dyed
cereal straw, lime bark; excl. bamboos and rattans). To avoid
misinterpretation of the data, a survey was conducted among
German basket weavers revealing a maximum import quantity
of 90 tonnes of willow rods (osier) per year. In relation to the
total annual quantity of the product group, which includes
reed, willow, and other plaiting materials that are unimportant
to Germany, this proportion is very small (< 1%). Therefore, it
is reasonable to use the total product group's trade volume as
the trade volume for reed, at least in the case of Germany.

Fig. 2: Reed bundles stored for trade or direct delivery to thatchers (Photo: Sabine
Wichmann).

Fig. 1: a) Reed stand in summer, b) dressing and bundling harvested winter reed,
c) thatched building (Photo: Sabine Wichmann).

Fig. 5: Winter harvest of reed with tracked machinery (Photo: Sabine Wichmann).

Fig. 4: Reed after cleaning, dressing and bundling (Photo: Sabine Wichmann)

Fig. 3: Annual reed imports by volume and origin for the period 1990−2023, except for the UK, for which data is only available up to 2019 (Data: Eurostat, own figures).  
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