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INTRODUCTION

Korea’s woodcraft made advancements with the 
Buddhism in the Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392), however, 
the “Worship Confucianism and Oppress Buddhism” 
policy in the Joseon Dynasty (1392–1910) is considered 
to have hindered the advancement of woodcraft tech-
nology.  Later, the woodenware industry made a huge 
advancement after the techniques were introduced and 
people were trained under Japanese rule (1910–1945). 
However, the demand for woodenware decreased sharply 
after the 1950’s due to the intensified regulation against 
lumbering after the war in the 1950’s and the penetra-
tion of plastic and stainless steel utensils for living due 
to the industrialization in the 1970’s. The woodenware 
industry which had been considered as the decaying 
industry, but the production and supply of the utensils 
for ancestral rites were revitalized due to the mass pro-
duction enabled through the penetration of electricity 
and the construction of the Woodenware Production 
Complex (Namwon, Jeollabuk–do) (in the late 1970), 
and the improvement of the income level of the people 
increased their interest in traditional craft works. It is 
told that the woodenware industry of Namwon began to 
develop as the woodenware manufacturing techniques 

used to produce the rice bowl, utensils for living, and 
utensils for Buddhist rite for Buddhist priests of 
Silsangsa (temple, 828 A.D.) which was located in 
Sannae–myeon, Namwon during the Unified Silla 
Dynasty, were transferred to people in the district.  
There is a historical record stating that most wooden-
ware used all around the kingdom was produced in 
Namwon during the Joseon Dyansty, and the reason the 
woodenware industry thrived in Namwon is that the 
area had access to abundant wood resources from Mt. 
Jiri in the proximity and technicians were trained 
under the Japanese rule.  As of 2008, there were 70 or 
more woodenware related companies in Namwon and 
they accounted for 80% of the total woodenware pro-
duction in Korea (Invention & Patent, 2008; Ministry of 
Agriculture, 1997a; Ministry of Agriculture, 1997b), and 
Lacquer Art Museum, Wood Craft Complex, Lacquer 
Research Institute, and Lacquer Art Studio were con-
structed and lacquer trees were planted in approxi-
mately 81 ha areas from 1997 to 2006 in order to 
strengthen the basis for the indutry (Namwon City, 
2011).

However, the demand for the utensils for ancestral 
rites that increased from the mid 1980’s has been 
decreasing gradually since the late 1990’s along with 
the decrease in demand for dining tables due to the 
sharp increase in imports from China and the change of 
table and ceremonial culture replacing traditional din-
ing table (Korea Rural Economic Institute, 2004).  
Preceding studies on woodenware and woodcraft indus-
tries include the Characteristics of Wood Used in 
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Woodcraft (Lee, 1991; Ministry of Agriculture, 1997a; 
Kim, 2002), Woodcraft Design and Product Development 
(Oh, 1992; Choi et al., 2005; Choi et al., 2007; Korea 
Forest Service, 2000; Korea Forest Service, 2002), 
Direction for Industrial Development (Ministry of 
Agriculture, 1997b; Korea Rural Economic Institute, 
2004; Korea Research Institute for Local Administration, 
2002; Ministry for Food, Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries, 2009), however, it is difficult to find the empir-
ical study on the management of woodenware makers.

Under the circumstances, a survey was conducted 
with woodenware makers located in Namwon, the typi-
cal woodenware industry area of Korea, in order to find 
out the problems in management and seek for the ways 
to make improvements.

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Considering the current status of woodenware 
related companies located in Namwon, the survey target, 
there are 93 companies and 402 professionals, and the 
sales per company was 100~200 million won (Namwon 
City, 2011), however, according to 2012 data, there are 42 
woodenware makers, 8 woodenware lacquerers, 21 din-
ing table makers, and 15 dining table lacquerers, total 
86 companies including (Namwon City, 2012).  However, 
the field survey showed that a number of companies are 
closed and the number of actually operating companies 
is estimated to be less than 86, requiring a precise sur-
vey on the actual condition.  The survey was conducted 
mostly with the companies that produce utensils for 
ancestral rites and for living as well as dining table 
using wood, however, mainly the ones located inside 
the Woodcraft Complex.  Companies that refused to 
respond, where their responsible persons were away for 
a long time, and the ones closed temporarily were 
excluded from the survey and the number of companies 
that could be surveyed was 25.  The survey was con-
ducted through direct interviews for 3 months from the 
beginning of January to end of March, 2012 on general 
status including the operating period, the age of owner, 
and the average number of days worked in a month and 

the raw timber purchase volume, purchase price, goods 
produced, sales and circulation, management condition, 
and difficulties (Table 1). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Current Status of Woodcraft Industry in Korea
It was difficult to collect data about overall wooden-

ware industry in Korea as various statistics did not cat-
egorized the woodenware industry separately, and it is 
also difficult to find relevant data from the studies con-
ducted until today.  In the past, the Korea Foundation 
of Handicrafts Cooperatives prepared woodenware 
related statistical data, however, not presently, and it 
was only possible to confirm that 1,142 members joined 
16 cooperatives around the country through Korea 
Foundation of Handicrafts Cooperatives where members 
included those who are engaged in woodenware, paper 
art, traditional paper, instrument, ceramics, and natu-
ral dye (Korea Federation of Handcrafts Cooperatives, 
2012).  According to the internal data of Namwon city, 
the Korean lacquer goods market was estimated at 26.2 
billion won as of 2012 and the demand is expected to 
increase up to 240 billion won centering on table, lac-
quered table, utensils for ancestral rites, kitchen utensils, 
and automobile interior material as of 2017 (Namwon 
City, 2011). 

Case Study of Lumber Company
Current Status of Woodenware Company

According to the current status of 25 companies sur-
veyed, a variety of production formats were manifested 
such as utensils for ancestral rites + utensils for living 
(7), table (5), utensils for ancestral rites (4), utensils for 
ancestral rites + table (2), utensils for living (1), uten-
sils for ancestral rites + rice bowl for Buddhist priests 
(1), utensils for ancestral rites + rice bowl for Buddhist 
priests + utensils for Buddhist rites (1), utensils for 
ancestral rites + utensils for living + funeral urn + 
other (1), rice bowl for Buddhist priests (1), candlestick 
(1), and other (1).  Companies that only produced 1 type 
of goods were 5 table makers and 4 ancestral rite uten-

Table 1.  Current Status of Woodcraft Industry in Namwon                                                                             (Unit: Company)

Year Total
Goods

Lacquerer
Other

(Rice Bowl for Buddhist 
Priest, Etc.)Subtotal Woodenware Dining Table

2005 139 94 65 29 32 13

2006 123 83 50 33 28 12

2007 129 83 59 24 34 12

2008 122 83 59 24 27 12

2009 115 78 56 22 26 11

2010 103 71 50 21 22 10

2011 93 69 48 21 14 10

2012 86 63 42 21   8 15

Source: 1. Namwon City. 2011 Internal data
2. Namwon City. 2012 Craft company
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sil makers, and the largest number of companies pro-
duced utensils for ancestral rite + utensils for living, and 
there were 7 of them.  According to the general status 
of 25 companies, the age of the owner was 25~78 and 
the average was 58, the average operating period was 
6~50 years and the average was 26 years.  The average 
number of days worked in a month was 7~30 days and 
the average was 24 days, and the average number of 
employees was comprised of 2.1 family members and 
4.5 employees and 6.6 employees per company.  The 
monthly salary for men was 1.56 million won and that 
for women was 1.01 million won.  Among 25 companies, 
there were 6 successors who are mostly young people 
in their 30s, and most of them succeeded to the family 
business of their grand father or father (Table 2).

Current Status of Raw Timber Purchase, Production, 
and Sales

25 woodenware companies are purchase raw timber 
to manufacture goods and they mostly purchase it 
through the timber dealers.  In 2011, the total purchase 
volume of raw timber was 3,571 m3 and the cost was 
822,240,000 won, and the volume and cost per company 
were 5~810 m3 and 1,750,000~139,960,000 won and the 
averages were 143 m3 and 34,260,000 won respectively.  
The raw timber purchased was comprised of alder (49%), 

ash (32%), and foreign trees (12%) that were mostly 
alder and ash.  The price of alder and ash per m3 was 
160,000 won and 240,000 won, and that of foreign trees 
was 460,000 won.  However, companies that produced 
utensils for ancestral rites and for living used domestic 
timber only, and companies that produced dining table 
mostly used foreign timber (Table 3). 

The total woodenware sales of all 25 companies was 
6.5 billion won, and utensils for ancestral rite (56%) were 
sold most followed by dining table (27%) and utensils 
for living (11%) in respective order.  The sales per com-
pany was 10~1,000 million won and the average was 260 
million won, but the average sales of 22 companies 
excluding 3 companies that showed relatively high sales 
above 500 million won was 190 million (Table 4).

Manufactured products were comprised of whole-
sale products (60%), retail products (17%), and custom 
order (9%), in respective order.  However, by product 
category, wholesale products accounted for 73% as for 
table and custom order accounted for 50% as for the rice 
bowl for Buddhist priests.  Table and the utensils for 
ancestral rites were mostly sold wholesale for manufac-
turers did not have a separate place exclusively for sales 
in a location frequented by people.  Also, the reason the 
ratio of internet sales is low is that they do not have staff 
exclusively in charge of homepage management and 

Table 2.  General Status of Woodenware Manufacture (2011)   

Division
(25 

Companies)

Age of 
Owner 
(Age)

Operating 
Period 
(Year)

Average 
Number of 

Days 
Engaged in a 

Month
(Days)

Employees (Person)
Monthly Average 

Salary
(10,000 Won) Successor

(Age)
Total Family Employee

Total Male Female
165 Subtotal Male Female Subtotal Male Female

Average 58 26 24 6.6 2.1 2.0 0.6 4.5 2.4 2.1 129 156 101 36

Table 3.  Current Status of Raw Timber Purchase (2011)                                                                                                                       (Unit: %)

Division
(25 

Companies)

Total Alder Ash Foreign Oak Other (3 Species)

Volume
(m3)

Amount
(10,000 
Won)

Volume
(m3)

Amount
(10,000 
Won)

Volume
(m3)

Amount
(10,000 
Won)

Volume
(m3)

Amount
(10,000 
Won)

Volume
(m3)

Amount
(10,000 
Won)

Volume
(m3)

Amount
(10,000 
Won)

Total
3,571
(100)

82,224
(100)

1,754
(49)

28,445
(35)

1,144
(32)

28,017
(34)

424
(12)

19,713
(24)

80
(2)

2.400
(3)

136
(4)

3,154
(4)

Average 143 3,426 125 2,032 76.3 1,868 85 3,943 – – 28 646

Note: Figures inside (  ) refers to distribution ratio (%).

Table 4.  Sales Status of Woodenware (2011)                                                                                                                     (Unit: Million Won, %)

Division
(25 

Companies)
Total

Utensils for 
Ancestral 

Rite

Dining 
Table

Utensils 
for 

Living

Rice Bowl 
for Buddhist 

Priest

Funeral
Urn

Utensils for 
Buddhist 

Rite
Candlestick Other

Total
65.4

(100)
36.7
(56)

17.6
(27)

6.9
(11)

2.0
(3)

0.6
(1)

0.4
(1)

0.1 1.1
(2)

Average 2.6 – – – – – – – –

Note: Figures inside (  ) refers to distribution ratio (%).
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operation, and in many cases of the internet sales the 
products are damaged during delivery and are returned 
according to respondents.  Furthermore, some custom-
ers who purchased the products on the internet return 
the products for the discrepancy between their prefer-
ences and the actual product in terms of color and size 
after receiving the product, which causes losses such as 
logistics cost (Table 5).  On the other hand, logging res-
idues were produced in the process of manufacturing 
the woodenware, and 11 of 25 companies sold them in 
the form of saw dust mainly to stock farmers.  They 
were sold at 900,000~10,000,000 won and the average per 
company was 3,200,000 won, and the companies that did 
not sold logging residues mostly used them by them-
selves as the fuel for heating.

Management Condition and Difficulties
First, most companies excluding few answered that 

the demand for the utensils for ancestral rites and the 
dining tables decreased sharply and expected it to 
decrease continuously due to the Western table culture 
replacing traditional dining tables and the changes in 
the ceremonial culture.  On the other hand, most com-
panies surveyed purchased raw timber from the areas 
outside nearby areas, and according to respondents, the 
reason is that the raw wood they need is almost 
exhausted in the nearby areas and it is difficult to secure 
a fixed amount of materials.  In other words, the pur-
chase price of the raw timber is increasing each year, 
but the companies could not increase the price fearing 

that it would shrink consumer confidence and they 
expected that it will be more difficult to secure raw 
timber in the future.  For this, a number of companies 
were planning to decrease the production of or upgrade 
their products such as the utensils for ancestral rites 
and the dining tables in the future and also to increase 
the production of utensils for living that consume rela-
tively less wood.  Most companies producing utensils for 
living answered that the demand has increased than 
before, but they have limitations for mass production as 
most manufacturing processes are manually done. 

However, most companies decided to overcome dif-
ficult situations by diversifying the design and upgrad-
ing the quality considering that the woodenware is envi-
ronment–friendly but experienced a number of difficul-
ties such as the case where imports are circulated as 
domestic products, difficulty in securing skilled man-
power, lack of financial resource for automated facilities, 
and decrease of demand that 5 companies considered 
closure, 4 companies considered downsizing, and 15 
companies considered maintaining current position.

CONCLUSION

1.	 In Namwon city, the target of the survey, there were 
86 woodenware related companies including 42 wood-
enware makers, 8 woodenware lacquerers, 21 table 
makers, and 15 table lacquerers according to the pre-
liminary survey.  However, the field survey showed 
that a number of companies are closed.

Table 5.  Sales Status of Woodenware (2011)                                                                                                     (Unit: Million Won, %)

Division Total Wholesale Retail
Custom 
Order

Large 
Shopping 

Mall
Internet

TV
Home 

Shopping

Total
65.4

(100)
39.3
(60)

11.0
(17)

6.2
(9)

3.6
(6)

2.7
(4)

2.6
(4)

Utensils for Ancestral Rites
(16 Companies)

36.7
(100)

22.5
(61)

5.0
(14)

1.8
(5)

3.6
(10)

1.2
(3)

2.6
(7)

Utensils for Living
(4 Companies)

6.9
(100)

3.9
(57)

1.3
(19)

1.2
(17)

–
0.5
(7)

–

Rice Bowl for Buddhist Priest
(3 Companies)

2.0
(100)

–
1.0

(50)
1.0

(50)
– – –

Dining Table
(7 Companies)

17.6
(100)

12.9
(73)

3.7
(21)

– – – –

Utensils for Buddhist Rites
(1 Companies)

0.4 – – 0.4 – – –

Funeral Urn
(1 Companies)

0.6 – – 0.6 – – –

Fan / Ginseng Box
(1 Companies)

0.5 – – 0.5 – – –

Candlestick Processing
(1 Companies)

0.1 – – 0.1 – – –

Other
(1 Companies)

0.1 – – 0.6 – – –

Note: Figures inside (  ) refers to distribution ratio (%).
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2.	 Namwon city estimated that the demand for Korean 
lacquered goods will increase up to 240 billion won 
centering on table, lacquered table, utensils for ances-
tral rites, kitchen utensils, and automobile interior 
material as of 2017. 

3.	 The 25 companies surveyed manufactured a variety of 
products excluding 5 companies that only produced 
utensils for ancestral rites and 4 companies, dining 
tables.  In terms of the types of goods the most com-
pany manufactured 7 companies produced utensils for 
ancestral rite and for living.

4.	 The average age of owners of 25 companies was 58, 
the average operating period was 26 years, and the 
average number of days engaged in a month was 24, 
the average number of professionals was 6.6, the 
monthly average salary for men was 1.56 million won 
and that for women was 1.01 million won, and there 
were 6 successors who are mostly young people in 
their 30s.

5.	 The purchase volume and cost for raw timber per com-
pany were 143 m3 and 34,260,000 won, and the alder 
(49%) was the most purchased timber followed by 
ash (32%) and foreign trees (12%), in respective order.  
However, companies that produced utensils for ances-
tral rites and for living used domestic timber only and 
companies that produced dining table mostly used 
foreign timber.

6.	 The total woodenware sales of all 25 companies was 
comprised of utensils for ancestral rite (56%), dining 
table (27%), and utensils for living (11%), in respec-
tive order, and the average sales of 22 companies 
excluding 3 companies that showed relatively high 
sales above 500 million won was 190 million.

7.	 Most products manufactured were sold wholesale 
(60%), retail (17%), and customer order (9%), how-
ever, in terms of product type, the wholesale accounted 
for 73% of the sales of the dining table and the cus-
tomer order, 50% of the sales of the rice bowl for 
Buddhist priest.

8.	 Companies had many difficulties such as the case 
where imports were circulated as well as domestic 
products, difficulty in securing skilled manpower, lack 
of financial resource for automated facilities, and 
decrease of demand, but decided to overcome diffi-
cult situations by diversifying the design and upgrading 
the quality.

Therefore, the following measures shall be imple-
mented in order to develop the woodenware industry of 
Namwon city into the locally based specialized industry.
1.	 The demand for the utensils for ancestral rites and the 

table is not expected to increase sharply regardless of 
new demands due to the nuclearization and the sim-
plification of ancestral rites.  It is necessary to develop 
and upgrade a variety of products that are used in real 
life instead of sticking to existing products such as the 
utensils for ancestral rites and the table.

2.	 Regarding raw materials required for lacquer varnish, 
Namwon, one of the areas surveyed, is relying on 
imports that cost much less than domestic products.  
It is necessary to develop a system that supplies raw 

materials for lacquer inside the country in the future 
in order stabilize the woodenware industry.

3.	 Currently, the woodenware makers of Namwon are 
operating based on independent production and inde-
pendent sales system, however, the joint production 
and sales system appears to be desirable for cost 
reduction.

4.	 Companies were most worried about the supply of the 
raw timber which becomes the raw material for wood-
enware.  It seemed that it is necessary to review the 
measure of making the best use of the public forest of 
the local government in order to secure raw materials 
stably.

5.	 There had been some studies about the tree species 
that can be used for woodenware production, the 
increase of costs including transportation cost due to 
geographical disadvantage or small amount will give 
negative influence on the management that it is nec-
essary to consider the measure of finding species that 
can be easily supplied from nearby regions and sup-
porting expenses such as for drying and resin removal 
expenses based on local government budget to a cer-
tain degree.

6.	 Lastly, Namwon city has constructed and is operating 
a variety of facilities including Lacquer Art Museum 
and Lacquer Research Institute in order to develop 
stable basis for the woodenware industry, however, 
the city needs to provide greater interest and financial 
support in the area of cultivating professional people 
required by the woodenware industry.
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