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Three common, but false, presumptions 

about Board Foot measurements:  

3.   The ratio of board feet     

 to other scales is  a 

 single precise factor  

Like:        
Feet x 0.3048 
= Meters 

1.   A "board foot" is the 
 same in log and 
 lumber measurement 

2.   Board foot log scales                  
 accurately predict  
 lumber volume 



1. Confusing terminology 

m3 

MBF MBF 

How to translate volume 

units? … 
… adjust for unit size ! 



1 Board Foot 
 

 0.08333 cf m3 
 

35.315 cf 

A board foot is 1/12 of a 

cubic foot, or 0.08333 cf 

So… 1,000 bf is 83.333 cf 

1,000 x 0.08333 = 83.333 

1 MBF 

83.333 cf 

2.36 m3 = 

83.333 cf ÷ 35.315 cf = 2.36 m3 / MBF 



m3 

MBF MBF 

Given that “board foot” 

definition is unambiguous… 
…and same “MBF” term 

applies to logs & lumber… 

… unit conversion should 

be the same for both! 

Never True 
for Logs 

True only 
in special 
cases for 
Lumber 
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2.36 factor vs. reality for logs 

2.36 m3/MBF 
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2.36 factor vs. reality for softwood lumber 

Product 
(nom. dim.) 

GTS 
m3/MB

F 
Finished 
m3/MBF 

1 or 2 x 2 1.81 1.33 

1 or 2 x 3 1.93 1.47 

1 or 2 x 4 1.96 1.55 

1 or 2 x 6 2.02 1.62 

1 or 2 x 10 2.04 1.64 

1 or 2 x 12 2.04 1.66 

4 x 4 2.13 1.81 

4 x 6 2.20 1.89 

6 x 6 2.27 1.98 

1.50 

1.57 

If PET 
studs 



m
3
/M

B
F

 
2.36 factor vs. reality for hardwood lumber 

Product 
(nom. dim.) 

GTS 
m3/MBF  

Finished 
m3/MBF 

2/4 1.43 0.74 

3/4 2.06 1.33 

4/4 2.70 1.92 

5/4 2.66 2.01 

6/4 2.64 2.07 

8/4 2.54 2.07 

10/4 2.54 2.12 

12/4 2.54 2.16 

16/4 2.54 2.21 

Pallet lumber accounts 
for 44% of US hardwood 
lumber production with 
ave. conversion ratio of  
approx. 1.55 m3/MBF 



Misleading or incorrect conversion tables 

m3 

MBF MBF 



…suitable for converting volume units of 
harvested roundwood or processed sawtimber… 

2.3598 m3/MBF 

(Verified with several other sources.) 

2.36 factor is being used for logs & lumber 



2.3597 m3/MBF 

Ex. of misleading sources for 2.36 factor 

Product is not identified 



“In January of 1989, The United States 
adopted the Harmonized Commodity 
Description and Coding System … for 
classifying both exports and imports. The 
Harmonized System collects information 
based on the metric standard. The 
following tables will assist data users in 
converting to metric quantities and 
values.”   

CONVERSION TABLE 
Factors to Convert Reported Units of Quantity to 
Harmonized System Units of Quantity 

 Reported Units       HS Units                     Multiplication  
 Name/Abbrev.             Name/Abbrev.        Factor to Convert  
…    …    … 

Board foot (BFT)          Cubic meter (CBM)            0.00236 
…    …    …  
Thousand board 

 feet (MBF)                   Cubic meters (CBM)           2.360    

Product is not identified 

Ex. of misleading sources for 2.36 factor 



4.53 m3/MBF 

2.36 m3/MBF 
1.70 m3/MBF 

Misleading conversions in gov’t publications 



4.53 m3/MBF 

2.36 m3/MBF 

Misleading conversions in gov’t publications 



5.1282 m3/MBF 2.3598 m3/MBF 

Misleading conversions on the internet 



Question: How do you convert one thousand 
board feet to cubic feet? 

Answer: One thousand board feet (mbf) equals 
approximately 183 cubic feet. Depending on the 
kind and condition of wood actual conversion can 
range from 160 to 220 cubic feet per mbf.  

5.46 m3/MBF 

4.54  to  6.25 m3/MBF 

Misleading conversions on the internet 



Empirical conversion data - Scribner LL 
m
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globalwood.org 

Range & Ave from 
About.com Forestry 

USFS 



WEYERHAEUSER 2013 ANNUAL REPORT 
AND FORM 10-K 
  

HOW WE MEASURE OUR PRODUCT 
We report Timberlands data in cubic meters. … 
Cubic meter volume … provides a more consistent 
and comparative measure of timber and log volume 
… than other units of measure…. 
The average conversion rate for MBF to cubic 
meters is approximately 6.7 cubic meters per MBF.  

6.7 m3/MBF 

Empirical conversion data - Scribner LL 
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Conversion errors are often large 

4.5 

Understate 
vol. by 33% 

MBF 



Conversion errors are often large 

2.36 

Overstate 
vol. by 48% 

MBF 



Consequences in economic research 



Timber Harvest Volume 1965 - 2003 
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Washington Timber Harvest 
Average Log Diameter 

& m3/MBF Scribner Conversion 
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Timber Harvest Volume 1965 - 2003 
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Consequences in economic research 



Coastal Washington & Oregon 
DF Stumpage Price Trend - 1982 Dollars 

(Haynes 2008) 
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Coastal Washington & Oregon 
DF Stumpage Price Trend - 1982 Dollars 

(Haynes 2008) 
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Coastal Washington & Oregon 
DF Stumpage Price Trend - 1982 Dollars 

(Haynes 2008) 
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US               

Inland PNW 

BC  

Interior 

m3/MBF Short Log Scribner
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$/m3 

BC Metric 

$/MBF 

Short Log Scribner 

Consequences in international trade 



US $25.15/m3 

US $179/MBF 

m3/MBF Short Log Scribner
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Dual-Scale conversion 

factor is 6.77 m3/MBF 

for BC Interior 

Lodgepole & Spruce 

sawlog harvest

x 6.77 = $170/MBF 

US Inland PNW 

BC 
Interior 

- $170/MBF = $9/MBF 

Indicates Approx. Parity of Timber Costs 

Consequences in international trade 



Consequences in international trade 

“The most appropriate approach to m3/MBF 

conversions would be for Commerce to use a standard, 

published, average factor…   

The most widely accepted such factor is 4.53 m3/MBF.” 

“In fact, alone, its very longevity and stability suggest 

that, as a general approximation, it is reasonably 

accurate.”         

             Expert for “Coalition for Fair Lumber Imports” January 2002 



US$25.15/m3 

US$179/MBF 
US Inland PNW 

BC 
Interior 

x 4.81 = $121/MBF 

- $121/MBF = $58/MBF 

US DOC Declares $58 Diff. as a Subsidy 

Yr Ending 

3/31/01 
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US Dept. of Commerce uses 

conversion factor of 4.81 

m3/MBF for BC Interior 

Lodgepole & Spruce harvest 

Consequences in international trade 



US      Inland 
PNW 

 During 2002 - 2006 the US 

Government charged approx. 

$1.5 Billion in tariffs on 

BC Interior manufacturers of 

Lodgepole & Spruce lumber 

Virtually all those tariffs 
resulted from incorrect 
conversion between US 
Scribner & BC Metric scale 

BC 
Interior 

Consequences in international trade 



Consequences in international trade 

 

BC Interior C$56.65/m3 
 

US inland   C$76.20/m3    35% more than BC 
 

(( $353/MBF ÷   4.81  m3/MBF ) x 1.03837 ) 
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Conversion factor for LPP 

Dual-scale conversion is 6.77 m3/MBF 
for BC Interior LPP 

4.81 m3/MBF 

Impossible for LPP 



Consequences in international trade 

 

BC Interior C$56.65/m3 
 

US inland   C$76.20/m3    35% more than BC 
 

(( $353/MBF ÷   4.81  m3/MBF ) x 1.03837 ) 6.77 

C$54.14/m3 Lower than BC 



Lost In Translation 

Neal Hart, Jendro & Hart, LLC                   Western Mensurationists Meeting, June 2015 

Mistaken Timber Volume Unit Conversions 

1. Causes 

2. Consequences 

3. Corrective Actions 



Corrective Action - Communication 



Corrective Action - Education 



Corrective Action – Transition to Cubic 

Board Foot 

Cubic 
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Questions or 
Comments? 


