
Probioprise Project for EC DG Research

Kolbon and Taxus Sawmills

Beskidy Mountains, Poland

For more information please visit

www.efmd.org/Probioprise



Kolbon and Taxus Sawmills: Beskidy Mountains, Poland1

Regional and Industrial Background

The comparative case histories which follow are of two private Polish sawmills.
Taxus and Kolbon sawmills are located in the Malopolska Province, within the
geographical region of Poland also known as Malopolska. Both sawmills are situated
close to Nowy Sącz. (See Appendix 1) The average forest cover in the region
amounts to 28.4%, but varies greatly from poviat to poviat. Thus Tatras Poviat has
52.2% cover, the highest figure, whilst Nowy Sącz Poviat itself is somewhat lower at
44.6% – but still well above average for the region. Unsurprisingly, forestry is an
important local industry.

The Malopolska is a hilly and mountainous region of Poland, embracing among
others Beskidy Mountains. In this region, private forests account for a substantial
share – around 46% – of the total. Historically, this area of Poland has always been
extremely dependent on agriculture and the forest economy. The difficult
environmental conditions have caused long-term economic problems, whatever the
political structures in place at that time, and this has resulted in numerous overseas
migrations. Travelling overseas in search of a better job is still a big issue for the area
and this is seen to be a negative influence on the capacity for local entrepreneurship.
However, the complement of this is that there is a wealth of indigenous knowledge,
which has been accumulated over the generations, on how to make the best of the
harsh environment; and this has engendered a strong understanding of the necessity
to take responsibility for the use of scarce resources. Thus a respect for biodiversity
and an understanding of how to gain from the sustainable exploitation of different
natural resources is embedded in the local culture to a greater extent than remains the
case in more affluent and developed areas of Europe.

An important indicator of the importance of forestry, timber and timber products to
the economy of the region is number of sawmills. According to
<<www.tartaki.com.pl>>2, there are 135 sawmills in Malopolska province as a
whole. That gives an average of 7 sawmills per poviat. However, the Nowy Sącz
Poviat contains 15 sawmills, of which five are located in Nowy Sącz city itself.

These sawmills are small and medium scale enterprises. Production figures for
sawmills are usually given in terms of cubic metres per year. The total annual
production of Taxus is about 7,000 m3, whereas production at Kolbon is estimated as
around 20,000 m3. This equates for the Kolbon sawmill to total annual revenues of
approximately €1.75m.

Small farms and certain related rural enterprises in Poland by and large escaped the
mass nationalisation and collectivisation which characterised the communist era in

1 This case was prepared by Marju Unt of the Estonian Euromanagement Institute and Zenon Tederko
of Pro-Biodiversity Service, Poland on the basis of extended visits to the businesses concerned.
Additional input and editing by Professor David Watkins of SSU, UK and members of the
Probioprise Project Team. Opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the views of the firms or any other parties.
2 ‘Tartaki’ is Polish for sawmills.



many other parts of eastern and central Europe. To some extent this has made the
transition back to a market economy easier in the rural areas of Poland than
elsewhere. Certainly, the proportion of private enterprises is now high. The total
number of public and private enterprises in the Nowy Sącz Poviat is 16,633, of
which 13,211 are private. In Nowy Sącz city itself there are 5,755 private firms.

Start Up and Early Growth of the Sawmills

In the case of both the Taxus and Kolbon sawmills, the owner-managers had
previously been working in the forestry field, following a vocational education
background which had prepared them for this. Although this may seem logical and
typical from a western European perspective, it was in fact less common during the
period of economic crisis which followed the collapse of the socialist economy for
people to be this well prepared. Many people of entrepreneurial disposition were at
that time constrained to start businesses with which they were totally unfamiliar –
since many kinds of business activity were previously unknown in Poland. In this
respect, other things being equal, both the owner-managers were better placed to start
successful businesses than were many of their compatriots.

The businesses themselves were initially created for purely economic reasons, as a
result of their founders perceiving business opportunities which could potentially
ensure more secure employment during a time of economic uncertainty. In particular,
there were not any special environmental motivations to start a forestry enterprise.
Rather, it was a case of wanting to start businesses of their own because they felt that
they could do things better than their previous employers, and would thereby gain
more financially by using their knowledge and expertise in a dynamic and
entrepreneurial manner.

Founders’ Personalities and Values

Both Taxus and Kolbon take a legal form which means they trade with unlimited
liability.3 Their understanding of the Polish business culture suggests that this is
essential since it allows them to maintain the trust of both their suppliers and their
clients (for example, regarding environmental certification, as discussed below).
More generally there seems to be a suspicion of the unlimited liability concept and it
seems that the form of business with unlimited liability is widely spread. This of
course places additional pressure on the owner-managed businesses to maintain
effective controls and to be somewhat risk averse. Taxus is not particularly growth
oriented, so this form of business seems to fit well to the owners’ values and lifestyle
and their plans for future development well. Kolbon, on the other hand, is planning to
internationalise its commercial activities, with particular designs on the Irish market.
They understand the need to form a limited liability company as the basis of their
expansion into Europe, where sole traders are not as common as in Poland and the
formalised transparency of the corporate form is the norm.

3 In Polish: ‘spółka jawna’ or ‘sp.j.’



Apart from the plans which Kolbon has to expand internationally, the owners of both
Taxus and Kolbon seem typical of the kinds of entrepreneur to be found in the
countryside all over Europe: they are working in a field they know and enjoy,
operating their businesses in such a way as to maintain their living standards and to
accumulate wealth, but not at the expense of personal satisfaction and professional
pride in pursuit of profit alone. Both were formed by partnerships of two brothers.
Both have put family values and their children’s education above business growth,
and have family working within the firm. Their HRM style seems to be participative,
even paternalistic, rather than driven by management systems. Now in their mid-
40’s, the founders are also are aware of the responsibility their position places on
them as members of the wider society. Thus Pawel Bogdanowicz, co-founder of
Taxus, is also Chairman of the Board of the local Catholic Church and is an active
member of a political party – the Union of Realistic Politics. Tadeusz Kolbon, co-
founder of the sawmill which bears his name, is also a Member of the Board of
Poprad Landscape Park and a Board Member of the local forest promotion network.

Kolbon differs in that there is already a younger generation of professionally trained
family members coming into the firm. Krzysztof and Magdalena Kolbon, son and
daughter in law of co-founder Antoni Kolbon, recently graduated in forestry studies
from the Agricultural University of Krakow, and this seems to have made them more
cosmopolitan in outlook. This is likely to influence the future direction of the firm,
and its direction may then diverge from that of Taxus.

Taxus

Taxus and Kolbon sawmills are both subcontractors to the furniture and construction
industries.

Pawel and Andrzej Bogdanowicz started Taxus in 1991 as a timber-brokerage. This
required relatively little investment from the brothers; they simply purchased timber
from the forest-owners, got it processed at local sawmills and sold it on to buyers in
the construction and furniture industries. At this time they had no employees since
none were needed.

By 1997, this initial business activity provided them with enough money to start their
own sawmill without recourse to external funding. At first they could only afford to
invest in second-hand machinery, but they have since traded this in for new plant that
is more efficient and precise. Currently there are 6 employees working at the
sawmill. Four have been with the firm for more than four years now, and employee
turnover is really not a problem. The owners have strictly defined areas of
responsibility: Andrzej is in charge of the production machinery, vehicles and other
logistics, documentation and cash-flow. Pawel looks after the business development
side, including strategic planning and product development, as well as daily
operations, employee relations and customer liaison.

The strategy is to emphasise stability and go for slow growth by emphasising quality
and adding value by increasingly precise machining. The firm also hopes to invest in
its own drying kilns in the near future.



Kolbon

Kolbon is also a subcontractor to the furniture and construction industries. However,
it started straight away as a sawmill in 1992. At that time the firm’s sawmill was
situated 40 km away from where it is now located. The two brothers – Tadeusz with
his forestry background, and Antoni, who has been always an entrepreneur, mostly in
construction – pooled their forestry and business expertise to create a firm which
operated a sawmill successfully on its first site for four years. This had about 15
employees, so Kolbon has always operated on a bigger scale than Taxus. At that
point in time the opportunity arose to buy a big (250 employee) state-owned sawmill
which had gone bankrupt. The brothers sold their small sawmill, bought the bigger
one in Nawojowa, and relaunched its operations with 40 employees. The initial
sawmill was sold as a going concern and most of the workforce stayed employed
there. However, three of the more ‘managerial’ staff, who did not mind the travel,
transferred with the brothers to the new business. The company is currently
employing the same number of people and the labour turnover is low. Large
warehouse facilities enable good stocks of sawn hardwood timber for about 15 big
furniture factories and many smaller ones to be held. This is important since the
supply of raw timber is seasonal but demand for sawn timber is not. Kolbon believes
one of its key advantages is that it can offer very fast deliveries to its clients which
are not affected by seasonality.

Although the main line of business remains subcontracting to furniture
manufacturers, Kolbon is now moving into higher added value products aimed at the
gardening market. These include log cabins, garden sheds terracing, fencing decking,
swings, etc. Early in 2005 the company’s technical and managerial base expanded
significantly as the next generation of the family – Antoni’s son Krzysztof and
Krzysztof’s wife Magdalena – joined the company after taking a degree in forestry
studies. The new generation is interested in exploiting international markets for the
garden products. For reasons that are not entirely clear, Ireland is being targeted first,
and then possibly South-Africa. The products are not branded at present but are sold
through overseas suppliers under their own labels or direct to individual clients.

Sourcing and Certifying Timber Supplies

Taxus describes itself as a ‘full-cycle enterprise’, producing virtually no waste: “By
doing the work so economically and in an environmentally-friendly way, I am saving
the future’s wood”, says Pawel. The fashion for parquet and similar pieced wood
flooring products in recent years has helped in this respect since this utilises off-cuts
from the production of larger scale timber products for the construction sector. This
attitude is deeply embedded in the local culture at a personal and professional level:
“You do not throw away bread; similarly you do not throw away pieces of wood,
instead you try to add as much value to it as possible.”

Taxus obtains 99% of its timber supplies from the state forests. This is already
certificated as being produced in line with sustainable forest management principles,
including selective logging. Thus there is little scope for illegal wood entering the
production chain. Furthermore, Taxus collects the raw timber itself from designated
collection-points in the mountains. It is gathered there by independent local operators



licensed to fell trees in the state forest. Harvesting the trees is done with some care,
with horses being used for bringing the logs down from the mountainside in the
traditional way. This is organised by the state forestry service at their expense and
produces both environmental and social benefits. Using horses has the advantage of
disturbing and compacting the soil less than mechanical transport would do, as well
as providing local farmers with a useful opportunity to diversify their source of
income.

Kolbon also gets its supplies from the state forests, but sometimes less directly.
Operating on a larger scale it sometimes also needs to diversify its sources of supply.
Kolbon feels strongly that the way in which the state organises its auctions
discriminates against relatively small producers like themselves and instead favours
large-scale processors such as Stora Enso. The quality of the state wood which is
delivered is not always the same as should be expected on the basis of the auction
documents. Sometimes the firm has to import logs from Slovakia or the Ukraine in
order to get the quality their customers require.

Neither enterprise can provide a Chain of Custody certificate. However, the owners
both say that they do not need it. Surprisingly, although their clients do require such
certification, they are content with a copy of the FSC certificate provided by the State
Forest Enterprise. Guaranteed quality is the main criterion the customers seek when
purchasing their timber from these mills. Over and above this they seem happy to
trust the owners’ word that the timber also meets the environmental criteria as
described. Perhaps the legal form of the enterprises, which demonstrates total
commitment to the firm by its owners, gives an appropriate signal of trustworthiness
and minimises the perceived need for formalised schemes of approval.

Development Plans and Constraints to Growth

We saw above how the more opportunistic Kolbon moved early on in its existence to
the much larger site of a failed state enterprise – indeed, possibly larger than it
needed. Taxus, which has followed a more measured growth trajectory, now finds
itself constrained in its development by the characteristics of its present location.

Taxus rents its site from the state forest authority. Part of this is used for the
important function of storing logs. In order to grow substantially in quality and size,
Taxus will need to build a timber kiln to undertake the controlled drying of its own
logs, but this would need additional land at another location. A key obstacle to
growth on the current site is that the power supply is not robust enough; there are
several industrial users drawing power from the same supply infrastructure and this
is at its rated capacity. Finding another site to buy would involve the firm in a range
of bureaucratic complexities involving certificates, permissions, etc., before it could
begin operations again. Pawel estimates that from finding a suitable site to moving
would take about 3 months and then it would take a further 3 months to build and
commission the new dryer. Although Taxus could accomplish this from within its
own resources it would put a strain on the firm’s resources, not just financially but in
managerial terms.



On the other hand Kolbon, as we have seen, has a location with spare capacity to
enable it to consider internationalisation of its activities on the basis of the higher
value added products which the younger generation has developed. The firm has
begun to sell its garden products into Ireland via an Irish wholesaler located in
Dublin and Magdalena and Krzysztof next plan to rent their own site, preferably
close to an important garden centre, to gain direct access to the Irish market. Some
sub-contracting of garden furniture production is also being undertaken for French
clients. They are also creating a separate international marketing company, with
limited liability, in minimise their exposure in these international markets. Although
the physical and financial resources are available for this international expansion,
some of the necessary skills have not yet been developed and Magda intends to take
a specialist export training course. Surprisingly, the firm has not yet explored fully
the potential for these new products in Poland itself. Given rising prosperity, good
home market opportunities may also exist beyond the firm’s own region.

Enterprise on a Human Scale

Both Taxus and Kolbon sawmills can be characterized as ‘human-sized’ business;
like many SMEs they mirror their owners in terms of culture, ethics and values.
These value systems relate to careful use of natural resources, respect for both the
environment and human beings, and a desire to enjoy a balanced lifestyle.

This leads the two owners to take a highly pragmatic approach to business operations
– which are at the same time very ‘hands on’ but seek to create partnership relations
with employees, suppliers and customers based as much on mutual trust as on legal
arrangements. Marketing in any formal sense is not seen as a separate activity – or
even as being especially important. For example, neither sawmill advertises on the
national sawmills’ webpage <<www.tartaki.com.pl>>. Instead, both Taxus and
Kolbon – but particularly Taxus – operate very close to their customers and most of
their business is B2B in nature rather than consisting of sales to the ultimate
consumer. Luckily their clients seem to share many of these same values and only
like to work with natural materials; for some customers it is important that the timber
comes from the native forests rather than from outside Poland. As Pawel says:
“Many like to smell the country in the products.”

External Funding

Both businesses have grown through the reinvestment of any surplus. Experience
with external funding sources has been discouraging. There is a strong belief among
Polish entrepreneurs – these owner-managers say – that the financing schemes
available are not ‘entrepreneur-friendly’. This includes EU schemes. First, the
bureaucratic language is not normally understood by owner-managers or others in
SMEs. Second, the volume of written submissions required is seen to be out of all
proportion to the sums involved; in particular, this bureaucratic overhead appears to
be the same for both large and small projects and is therefore a strong bias against
the genuine SME. Last, the way that applications are handled seems alien to the
needs and good business practices of the entrepreneur and there are lingering doubts
as to whether there is corruption in the actual disposition of funds.



These feelings seem to be based on hearsay and the experience of others rather than
on direct involvement in seeking external finance. To some extent they reflect the
views of owner-managers everywhere, who favour informal processes and
relationships built on personal knowledge and trust to formal, contract-based
systems, however transparent. This is compounded by both the less cosmopolitan
rural location and the traumas of the recent major political, social and economic
changes. For the younger generation, more relevant vocational education may be
changing the situation, but there is no real evidence of this as yet. The forestry
degrees did not seem to make the younger Kolbons particularly aware of economics
or business issues.

Key Issues

Both firms were driven in the first instance by economics rather than environmental
concerns. It is the traditional values of their communities, in which they are deeply
embedded, together with recent experiences of real shortages, which have made them
good environmental custodians. The main drivers remain economic and social –
maintaining the prosperity of families and the immediate community, contributing to
the renascent civil society. When in conflict, environmental concerns would take
second place.

 Given the above, creation of funding mechanisms which privilege pro-
biodiversity firms should be examined as a way of reinforcing traditional
values and practices using modern instruments.

 In this context it is important to undertake more studies across countries and
ecosystems in order to gain a greater understanding of the way in which local
cultures and traditions influence resource use, and the economic and
ecological impacts of this. A focus of such work could be in depth
anthropological and sociological work on the characteristics of biodiversity
entrepreneurs and their interaction with their working environment, broadly
construed.

 It is unclear whether the highly focussed vocational education which the next
generation has just completed has raised issues of maintaining biodiversity.
What is clearer is that the courses do not seem to have helped make the next
generation of foresters more business-savvy. There may be scope for an EU
input here on both issues, since cross-border co-operation on vocational
training issues is within the competence of the Union.

 Much of the local infrastructure taken for granted in many areas of the EU
seems still to be missing in rural Poland. The owner-managers report that
there are no local government mechanisms to support entrepreneurs – for
example, in facilitating access to funding by the EU or from Polish banks.
Worse, the perception is that success seems to raise scale of local taxes faced
by small enterprises. It is important to stress that the reality may be different.
Even in countries with well-developed networks of support agencies that do
not have public law status, such as the UK, very few SMEs report knowledge



of their existence, and most which claim to have had some contact are
critical. However, studies of the effectiveness of support agencies in
delivering advice and/or resources to pro-biodiversity businesses cannot be
divorced for the overall effectiveness of such bodies, including their ability to
promote a positive image of themselves. More information is needed on an
independent, cross national basis, giving particular consideration to the needs
of rural firms which may be small in number but disproportionately important
socially and in terms of low environmental impact, not least in maintaining
biodiversity.

 A specific project related to forestry might be to evaluate the costs and
benefits of horse-logging and other low-impact traditional technologies
compared with ‘modern’ mechanical practices.

 SMEs own networks appear weak in this location. Lack of professional
associations inhibits sharing of best practice and makes it harder for the SME
voice to be heard in government. This has indirect effects on the ability of
firms to balance economic and environmental considerations by increasing
their input costs. In particular, the state forestry auctions operate a system of
price discrimination which works against the interests of SMEs. There are
three price ranges for raw timber depending on the scale of operation of the
buyer, with preferential prices for the largest purchasers. Although bulk-
purchase discounts exist in many contexts, it is unusual to see them
formalised in association with an auction system. SMEs usually do not ask
for any special treatment, just a ‘level playing field’.



Appendix 1: Location of the sawmills

The sawmills described are located the Malopolska Province of Poland. Both mills
are located close to Nowy Sącz Poviat. Taxus is in the city of Nowy Sącz itself, and
Kolbon in the village of Nawojowa , about 8 km from the city.


