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A Closer Look at 
CITES Rosewood 
Regulations
	 The Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) is a multi-
lateral treaty that went into force in 
1975 to protect endangered plants and 
animals. Taylor Guitars fully supports 
the Convention. Yet, as many guitar 
owners know, in October of 2016 
CITES voted to make a change in the 
protected status of rosewood, listing 
all species of Dalbergia (except for 
Brazilian rosewood, Dalbergia nigra, 
which was already listed in Appendix 
I), as Appendix II. (The change officially 
went into effect January 2, 2017.) This 
decision has had a profound impact on 
manufacturers and owners of musical 
instruments, new and used, that are 
made with any rosewood components.

[Sustainability] class has acquired a taste for this style 
of furniture, resulting in a greatly esca-
lated demand. Hongmu furniture is also 
increasingly popular in Vietnam.
	 In short, the growing demand for 
hongmu furniture coupled with, at 
times, poor governance and rampant 
illegalities in many countries where 
hongmu species grows has resulted 
in a global run on many red-colored 
rosewoods. As a result, CITES moved 
Dalbergia to Appendix II and drafted 
a new governing Annotation. As stat-
ed on the CITES website (cites.org), 
Appendix I includes species threatened 
with extinction. Trade in specimens 
of these species is permitted only in 
exceptional circumstances. Appendix 
II includes species not necessarily 
threatened with extinction, but in which 
trade must be controlled in order to 
avoid utilization incompatible with their 
survival.
	 Despite the good intent, it quickly 
became apparent that the new listing 
was too broad in scope and the gov-
erning Annotation was ambiguously 
written. Additionally, it should be noted 
that in the lead-up to the listing, the 
focus was almost exclusively on the 
serious loss of red Dalbergia species 
feeding the Asian furniture market. At 
the time, apparently no one was even 
considering musical instruments or the 
brownish-colored rosewoods used tra-
ditionally for musical instruments, such 
as Indian rosewood (Dalbergia latifolia), 
which just so happens to make up 
the vast majority of rosewood used in 
guitar manufacturing. At Taylor, roughly 
95 percent of the rosewood we use is 
D. latifolia, and there is no general con-
cern about the long-term sustainability 
or supply of Indian rosewood.
	 So, the “Precautionary Principle” 
crashed into the “Law of Unintended 
Consequences,” and a hastily drafted 
CITES rosewood Annotation went 
into force. Subsequently, over the next 
year musical instrument manufacturers 
lost millions of dollars; guitars with any 
amount of rosewood were delayed at 
the point of export and import; instru-
ments were seized by government 
authorities at international borders, and 
in a few rare cases even destroyed.
	 Almost immediately after the listing 
went into force, everyone knew it was 
a mess. Not only for manufacturers 
and owners of musical instruments, 
but for the national government agen-
cies responsible for implementing the 
Convention as well. In an average year, 
the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service pro-
cesses roughly 20,000 CITES permits 
for products made with any number of 
plant or animal parts or extracts cov-
ered by the Convention. In the span 

of one year since the new rosewood 
listing went into force, the number 
of permits jumped to approximately 
40,000, and the lion’s share of that 
increase was due to rosewood musical 
instruments. That’s a lot of unintended 
time and money spent processing 
paperwork for institutions that are often 
already overburdened. 
	 Taylor Guitars, along with a handful 
of other instrument manufacturers and 
representatives of touring orchestras, 
have spent the last year meeting with 
various governments who are party 
to the Convention. We have met with 
the Convention’s Secretary General 
and staff, and we have attended both 
the CITES Plants Committee meet-
ing in July and Standing Committee 
in November. We’ve drafted position 
papers and spoke at conferences. It’s 
a lot of time and a lot of money, but it’s 
worth it. We believe that we’re making 
progress. We fully respect and support 
CITES, and with a little time and educa-
tion we believe we can find a pathway 
that maintains the rosewood listing’s 
original intent without devastating the 
sale and travel of musical instruments. 
In fact, our proposal would not alleviate 
any current responsibilities on the part 
of Taylor Guitars under the Convention. 
We only ask that once a guitar with an 
Appendix II species is finished, pack-
aged and sold, that it be forever free of 
permit requirements.
	 By rule, formal change cannot be 
made until the next Conference of the 
Parties, which takes place in 2019. 
We’ll be there. But in the meantime, 
progress has been made in interpreting 
the existing, at times ambiguous, text 
drafted in October of 2016. We cau-
tion that such progress has only result-
ed in formal guidance as to how the 
existing text should be interpreted; and 
each country has the sovereign right to 
interpret the convention as they wish. 
For now, you should be allowed to trav-
el across borders with your Appendix 
II rosewood instrument for personal 
use, but you cannot sell it across inter-
national borders without proper paper-
work. If you own a Taylor containing any 
rosewood and are considering shipping 
a guitar internationally for sale, warranty 
or repair, please contact us directly; our 
Customer Service team will be happy 
to help.
	 We are optimistic that positive 
change will come in 2019 for owners 
(and sellers) of rosewood musical 
instruments. Remember, Brazilian 
rosewood (Dalbergia nigria) is CITES 
Appendix I and thus subject to more 
stringent regulation.

Ed. Note: Taylor’s Director of Natural Resource 
Sustainability, Scott Paul, shares an update on two 
major initiatives he has been engaged in this past 
year: working to amend recently enacted CITES 
trade regulations for Dalbergia rosewood; and forging 
promising new partnerships that aim to scale up the 
propagation and replanting of ebony in Cameroon.

	 It’s important to understand that 
the politics behind this listing were 
not driven by musical instruments or 
the species traditionally used to make 
them. It was driven by escalating Asian 
demand for hongmu furniture. The 
word “hongmu” means “red wood” in 
Chinese, and the term refers to a range 
of red-colored tropical hardwoods used 
to produce a certain style of furniture. 
In the past, only royalty and elites were 
privileged to own hongmu. However, in 
recent years China’s growing middle 
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