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This briefing document provides a comprehensive analysis of New Zealand firewood species,
performance metrics, and best practices for homeowners utilizing wood burners. It synthesizes data on
heat output, burn duration, moisture requirements, and seasonal procurement strategies to ensure
efficient and safe home heating.

Executive Summary

Selecting the appropriate firewood in New Zealand is a balance between heat intensity (thermal value),
longevity of burn, and availability. Hardwoods, such as Manuka and Gum, offer the highest energy
density and are ideal for sustained overnight heating, whereas softwoods like Pine are essential for
rapid ignition. A critical factor in performance is moisture content; wood must be seasoned to below
20% to prevent creosote buildup and maximize efficiency. Optimal heating is typically achieved through
a "hot mix" strategy—combining fast-burning softwoods with slow-burning hardwoods. Procurement is
most cost-effective during summer months when "green" wood is available at lower rates, provided the
homeowner has the infrastructure to season the wood for the required 6 to 60 months, depending on
the species.

Comparative Analysis of Firewood Species

The efficiency of a wood burner is largely determined by the density and resin content of the fuel. In
the New Zealand market, species are categorized by their thermal value and burn duration.

High-Performance Species (Hardwoods and Native Dense Woods)

e Manuka (Red Gum) & Kanuka: Recognized as the premier New Zealand firewoods. Manuka burns
extremely hot and slow, producing long-lasting embers and minimal ash. It is ideal for overnight
heating.

e Gum (Eucalyptus): A very dense hardwood with excellent availability. It provides high heat output
and a prolonged burn time (often twice that of pine). Different varieties, such as E. nitens or E.
botrioides, are favored regionally for their growth speed and heat density.

o Wattle (Black/Silver): Often compared to Gum, Wattle is a "quiet heater" that burns very hot and
slow. While sometimes more expensive, it is highly valued for sustained warmth.

e Beech: A native species with high thermal value and long burn duration, though its availability has
decreased due to legislative changes.



Mid-Range Performers (Medium Density)

e Macrocarpa: A native New Zealand softwood that behaves like a hardwood due to its medium
density. It offers excellent heat and a sustainable burn. However, it is prone to sparking and
"popping," making it unsuitable for open fires but ideal for enclosed wood burners.

¢ Douglas Fir: Known as "OId Reliable," it is a sustainable, fast-growing option with high heat output
and low ash. It has a unique ability to shed water, making it resilient during damp winters.

Utility Species (Softwoods and Kindling)

e Radiata Pine: The most common and accessible firewood in New Zealand. It ignites easily and
burns fast, making it the "hero" of the fireplace for starting fires, though it lacks the longevity for
sustained heating.

e "Old Man Pine": Sourced from trees older than 25-30 years. It is denser than plantation pine and

burns longer, but its high resin content can lead to excessive smoke and creosote buildup.

Firewood Performance Ranking Table

Wood Species Thermal Value Burn Duration Primary Use
Manuka / Kanuka Very Hot Very Long Sustained/Overnight
Wattle Very Hot Very Long Sustained/Overnight
Gum (Eucalyptus) Hot Long Sustained/Overnight
Beech Hot Long Sustained/Overnight
Douglas Fir Hot Long Starting & Burning
Macrocarpa Hot Medium Sustained (Enclosed)
Radiata Pine Medium Short Ignition / Kindling
Poplar | Willow Medium Medium Quick Heat

Key Themes in Firewood Management

The "Hot Mix" Concept

Homeowners are advised against burning a single species. The "hot mix" strategy involves using
softwoods (Pine) to ignite the fire and establish a roaring flame quickly, followed by the addition of
hardwoods (Gum or Manuka) once a bed of embers is established. This ensures the fire starts
effortlessly but maintains warmth for several hours without constant reloading.

Moisture Content and Seasoning

Moisture is the primary enemy of fireplace efficiency. Freshly cut "green" wood can contain over 50%
moisture.



e The 20% Rule: Wood must be seasoned to a moisture content below 20%. Burning wet wood
wastes energy on evaporating water, produces excessive smoke, and creates creosote—a flammable
tar that coats chimneys and increases fire risks.

e Seasoning Durations: Different species require vastly different drying times:
Pine: 6-12 months.
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Douglas Fir: 9-12 months.
Old Man Pine: 1-2 years.
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Hardwoods (Gum/Manuka/Beech): 3-5 years for optimal performance.

Visual Indicators of Seasoned Wood
Homeowners should inspect wood for the following signs of readiness:

e Weight: Noticeably lighter than green wood.
e Appearance: Dull, faded, or grey tones with radial cracks at the ends of the logs.

¢ Sound: A hollow "clunk" when two pieces are knocked together, rather than a dull thud.

e Smell: A lack of strong, fresh "woody" resin scent.

Procurement and Storage Logistics

Pricing and Measurement

Firewood in New Zealand is standardly sold by the cubic metre ($/m3). Buying by this measurement
ensures a fair volume-to-price ratio.

e Seasonal Pricing: Prices fluctuate based on the time of year.
o Winter: Highest prices for "ready-to-burn" seasoned wood.

o Summer: Lower prices for "green" or semi-dry wood, which is more cost-effective for those who
can store and season it themselves.

Proper Storage Techniques
To maintain low moisture levels, firewood must be stored correctly:

e Off the Ground: Use pallets to prevent the wood from sucking up ground moisture.

e Ventilation: A well-designed woodshed should have a roof to block rain but open or slatted sides to

allow airflow.

¢ Orientation: Ideally, stacks should be positioned to maximize exposure to sun and wind.

Important Quotes with Context

¢ On the necessity of hardwoods for overnight heat: "Hardwoods like macrocarpa and red gum
(manuka) are perfect for overnight fires, as they burn slowly and steadily, ensuring consistent
warmth throughout the night." — Context: Discussing how to manage the Wellington/Kapiti climate
where sustained warmth is required.



e On the risks of resinous wood: "O/d man pine is not recommended as it contains high levels of
resin. This can create creosote... which can clog your chimney and create a fire hazard." — Context:
A warning from fireplace manufacturers regarding the long-term maintenance of flue systems.

¢ On the versatility of Softwoods: "Softwood is generally cheaper, gives off less heat and burns
faster but dries more quickly than hardwood... [it is] the ultimate choice for kindling and getting your
fire roaring effortlessly." — Context: Highlighting the economic and functional role of Pine in a
heating strategy.

e Onregional growth habits: "Gums... should all have a sign around their trunks when planted that
says ' must be harvested before | turn 5. The ones we planted... grew like triffids... and now they
are too big to fell safely." — Context: A regional insight for lifestyle block owners on the rapid growth
of Eucalyptus species.

Actionable Insights for Homeowners

e Audit Your Flue: If you primarily burn softwoods or "Old Man Pine," increase the frequency of
chimney sweeps to mitigate creosote buildup. Switching to hardwoods like Manuka can reduce

sweep frequency and lower fire risk.

¢ Invest in a Moisture Meter: To ensure wood is truly "seasoned," use a moisture meter to verify the
core of the log is below 20% before burning.

¢ Plan One Season Ahead: Purchase "green" wood in summer to save on costs and ensure you have
a guaranteed supply of seasoned wood for the following winter.

e Tailor Species to Fireplace Type: Do not use Macrocarpa or "popping" woods in open fireplaces.
Reserve these high-heat medium-density woods for enclosed wood burners to prevent ember
damage to flooring.

¢ Avoid Contaminants: Never burn driftwood (salt/contaminants), treated wood (arsenic/chemicals),
or painted wood, as these release toxins and damage the internal components of modern wood
burners.

Want to learn more?

Visit Chimney Guys for expert guides on chimney maintenance,
fire safety, and NZ regulations.
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