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In tro d u c tio n

S aw m illin g  and peeling  are the trad ition a l w ood based 

industries processing tim ber o f various specifications fo r a w ide 
range o f  industrial aplications. G lobally, the two industries are 

beset with a num ber o f operational level problem s arising mainly 

from supply constraints and changes in the wood processing 

technology characterised by the grow ing importance o f venical 

integration and value addition. On the supply side, earnest efforts 
were in itia ted since 1970s to identify alternative sources o f  

: tim ber and am ong the identified species, rubberw ood enjoys an 

a d v an ta g e o u s  p o s itio n  aris in g  from  its b a s ic  na tu re  as a 

i| renew able by-produci o f rubber plantations. The develoment of 

I an a p p ro p r ia te  p ro c e s s in g  te c h n o lo g y  in  the  fo rm  o f  a 

[standardised preservative treatm ent and seasoning method for 

J  rubberw ood is another contributing factor. It is estim ated that 

Ifon a global basis the com m ercial utilisation o f econom ically

1
 available rubberw ood can contribute to the conservation o f six 
lakh hectares o f  tropical rain forests per annum  (ITC, 1993). 
Therefore, in the em erging scenario characterised by steadily 

dw indling supply o f  tropical hardw ood and grow ing ecological 

concern , the e ff ic ien t u tilisa tion  o f  availa b le  rubberw ood 

deserves serious attention from the society’s point o f view.

India is a tim ber deficit country  and the estim ated  curren t 
annual requ irem ent is 27 m illion  cu .m . for various industrial 

a p p lic a tio n s  (L a i, 1989). T h e  e s tim a te d  p ro d u c tio n  o f  

rubberw ood in India in 1994-93 is 1376 thousand cu.m . o f 
w h ich  th e  a v a ila b le  stem  w ood  is 82 6  th o u sa n d  cu .m . 
(G eorge, et al., 1993). T herefo re , in an o p erationa l sense, 

c o n tr ib u tio n  o f  the  ru b berw oo d  s e c to r  to  In d ia ’s tim b er 
requirem ent is around three per ceni. An im portan t feature 
o f  the p rim ary  p ro ce ss in g  o f  ru b berw oo d  in India  is its 
.geographical concentration  as 86 p e rc e n t o f  the total planted 
area under rubber is located in the state o f Kerala. M oreover

the e x is t in g  ru le s  p ro h ib it  t ran sp o ra tio n  o f  ru bberw ood  
outside the state  in log form  (GO K , 1981).

The present study  w as in itia ted w ith the m ain objective  o f  
c ap tu rin g  the sa lie n t  fe a tu re s  o f  the p rim ary  p ro cessin g  

in d u str ie s , v iz ,, sa w m illin g  and pe elin g . A cco rd ing ly , a 

sam ple survey was conducted  in K ottayam  and Perum bavoor 

reg ions where the prim ary processing units are concentrated  

due to  specific  historica l and locational fac tors. From  the 

tw o regions, 94 saw m illing and 25 peeling  units w ere covered 
and the reference period o f  the study was 1993-94.

A v ailab ility  a n d  th e  C o n su m p tio n  p a t te r n

T he supply  o f  rub berw ood is m ainly  dependent on the 

e x ten t  o f  rep la n tin g  as no rm ally  ru b b er p lan ta tio n s  are 

m ain tain ed  on a sus ta in ed  y ie ld  ro ta tio n  o f  25 -3 0 years. 

H ow ever, experim ental tria ls are underw ay to c om m ercialise  
the plan ting  o f  clones with com paratively higher tim ber y ield 

and ne g lig ib le  tapp ing  op tions (N gah, et a l., 1993). The 

genesis o f such effo rts is the frequent fluctuations o f  natural 
ru b b e r  (N R ) p r ic e s  d u r in g  th e  1 980s an d  th e  s te a d y  

a pprec iation  in the prices o f  d ifferen t form s o f  processed  

rubberw ood in the w orld m arket. C onversely, the experience 
o f  the NR producers  and the rubberw ood processing industry  

in India is d istinct m ainly due to a very high degree o f  inw ard 
m arke t o r ie n ta t io n  and  the re la t iv e  size  o f  the m arket. 

Therefore , at the operational level, NR production is given 
prim ary  im portance  in relation  to  the e x p lo ita tio n  o f  (he 
lim ber in India.

The rubberw ood log production depends on p lanting stock, 
ag ro 'c lim a tic  co nditions and m anagem ent p rac tices  apart 

from  decision on rep lan ting . In India, the estim ated  gross 
yield  o f  rubberw oo d  is 180 c u .m /h a  in clud ing  b ran ches 
g rea te r thn 5 cm  diam eter. In 1993-94 the total estim ated
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rubberw ood production in India was 1235 thousand cu.m. About 
40  per cent o f  total production consisted o f branch wood which 
w as m ain ly  used  fo r ind u stria l and  ho u seh o ld  fire  wood 

requirem ents. The rem aining 60 per cent stem wood was utilised 

for various industrial applications. The pattern o f rubberwood 
consum ption in India is sum m arised in table 1.

Table I. Pa ttern  o f  rubberw ood  consum ption  in India 

(1993-94)

In d u s tria l use

Packing case

Plywood and veneers

Safety matches25 and

Furniture, panelling &  

conslruclion components

G ir th

range

(inch)

25 and 

above

69

atwve

30 and 

above

Vo lum e o f 

consum ption  

(OOO’cu.m )

R elative

share

(%)

As evident from Table I , the present status o f rubberwood 
processing industry in India is characterised by the dominance 

of end products with relatively lesser potential for value-addition. 

This situation is in sharp contrast to  other m ajor NR producing 

countries such as M alaysia and Thailand where a  m ajor portion 
o f  the available rubberw ood is converted into a wide range of 

finished products including furniture, panel products, joinery 

products, floor tiles and parquet, m ouldings, etc. In Malaysia, 

even sm aller-sized logs o f less that 20 cm diam eter and branches 
are being  processed into a number o f panel products such as 

chipboard, wood cement board and m edium density fibreboard 

(Teng, 1993). The reported value-addition from rubberw ood log 
level to com ponents and furniture is in the range of 1250-2500 

p e rc e n t {Hallet. 1993).

H is to rica lly , the  th ree  m ajo r so u rces  o f  tim ber to the 
saw m ills in Kerala w ere ; m ango tree (Mangifera indica),  

ja c k f ru i t  tre e  l A i t n c a r p u s  i n i e g r i f o l i a )  and  a n ji l i tree  
iAr tocarpus  Tp).  The tim ber o f m ango tree was m ainly used 
fo r  m ak in g  p a c k in g  c ase s  w herea s the o th e r  tw o w ere 
basica lly  converted  into construction  com ponents. However, 
s ince late 1960s s teadily increasing  dem and for packing cases 
from  m ajo r  in dustrial c en tres  such as Bom bay, Pune and 
M adras led to substantial rise in prices o f conventional species 
and large scale substitution by rubberw ood which was hitherto 

utilised as a m ajor source o f  fire wood. By late 1970s only 
branch wood o f rubberw ood w as u tilised as fire wood. The 
com m ercial u tilisation  o f rubberw ood in the plywood sector 
is a re la tiv e ly  recen t dev e lo p m en t m ain ly  due to severe

shortages in the supply of conventional species. Since 1980s 

re la tiv e  sh a re  o f  the p lyw ood  m an u factu rin g  units has 
recorded a steady increase compared to a steep fall in the 
share of safety m atches in the total stem wood consumption.

A nother important developm ent in the raw material market 

in the 1980s is the dom inant role o f interm ediaries operating 
at the level o f grow ers and auction centres before reaching 

the saw m ills or peeling units. Indirectly, the processing uniu 
also benefit from this arrangem ent as it suits the unit-wise 
size specifications which amounts to saving o f  the wastage, 

This is in sharp contrast to a relatively higher level of vertical 
integration  in M alaysia and Thailand where very often such 
wastes are gainfu lly utilised in the highly developed panel 
products industry,

Table 2 show s the distribution o f sample units.according 
to reported annual consum ption o f rubberwood. {

Table 2. D istribution of the sample units by procurement ;

Procurem ent (M T )
Sawmills

(Nos.)

Peeling mills 

(Nos.)

0 - 1000 8 (9)

1000 - 2000 28 (29) 7 (28)

2000 - 3000 29 (31) 3 (12)

3000 - 4000 25 (27) 6 (24)

Above 4000 4 (4) 9 (36)

Total 94 (100) 25 (100)

Among the sample units, peeling units as a group operated 

at a larger scale as 36 percent o f the units reported an annual» 
procurem ent of above 4000 MT compared to 4 per cent in \  
the case o f sawm ills. The tw o m ajor factors contributing to 1 

the difference are specificities of the m achinery and market 
conditions. The sector-w ise differences were more obvious 
in a region-w ise comparison o f the mode o f procurement. 

Table 3 illustrates the point.

Table 3. Details o f rubberwood log procurement

Kstiinales
Sawmilling

Kottayam /Perum bavoor

P e e lin g
KotJayam/Perumbavoor

Average

procurement

(M T ) 1450 2400 6125 3911

Mode o f pro-

curement (% )

Direct

Indirect

14 1

86 99

25 5 

75 95 _

Range of 

procurement 

price (R s/M T) 740-840 750-1100 1100-1350 1100-1500.
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T he region  sp ecif ic  seclor-w ise com parison o f ihe averge 
procurem ent o f  rubberw ood logs show s a rela tive ly  wider 

t d ifference in K ottayam . One o f  ihe m ajor factors contributing 

: to the d ifference is the presence o f  tw o large export-orien ted 

plyw ood m anufactu ring  units in Kottayam  am ong [he sam ple 
units. A lthough the relative  share o f  d irec t procurem ent in 

total consum ption is insignifican t, a higher share in Kottayam  
reg ion  is m ain ly  due to  the dom inan ce o f  un its  with end 
p ro d u c ts  m a n u fa c tu r in g  f a c i l i ty  and  p ro x im ity  to  the 

p la n ta tio n s . T he  h ig h e r  rang e  o f  p ro cu re m e n t p r ic e  in 
Peru m b av o o r reg ion  is in d ica tive  o f the large volum e o f 

transaction  in quality  tim ber be longing to the .selection grades 
(h igher girth ). The average procurem ent o f a peeling unit is 

4266  M T per annum  com pared  to 2100 MT by the saw m ills. 
The peeling units  norm ally  procure logs with a d iam eter of 

24 cm and above w hile the d iam eter o f logs purchased by 

saw m ills ranges betw een 13 and 24 cm. The differences in 
the s ize o f  the  logs procured are refleced in the unit p rices, 

and the average procurem ent price o f peeling units is 40 per 
cen t h ig her than the saw m ills. A nother important feature nf 

the p rim ary  m arket is se aso n a lity  o f  sup p ly  and prices. 
Norm ally, the peak period  o f supply is during the period from 

January to  M ay and shortages in the rainy season push up 
the p rices  to  the ex ten t o f  10-13 per cent. H ow ever, the 

average farm  gale price o f  rubberw ood logs is only 55 per 

cen t o f  the term inal m arket price.

M a c h in e ry , R ec overy  ra te s  an d  C ap a c ity  u ti lisa tio n

At the o perational level, the m achinery used, recovery rates 
o f tim ber and c apacity  utilisaiton o f the rubberw ood sawm ills 
and peeling  units  in India ex ih ibit considerable difference 

I  w ith the p rev a ilin g  con d itions in M alaysia and Thailand , 
Persistence  o f the d ifferences appears to be influenced by 

‘ three factors viz. nature, quality  and m arket orientation  of 
the end p roducts . In M alaysia and T hailand  a substantial 
share o f  com m ercia lly  su itab le  rubberw ood is utilised in the 
m a n u fa c tu re  o f  h ig h ly  v a lu e -ad d ed  p ro d u cts  m ean t for 
ex p o rts . C o nv e rse ly , in Ind ia arou nd  90  per cen t o f the 

• availab le stem  w ood is being  consum ed in the com paratively 
/  lesser value-added products including packing cases , safety 

m atches and inferio r quality plyw ood . The quality  control 
aspect o f the wood is given utmost im portance in M alaysia 
and T h ailand  and very o ften the processing  facto ries are 

... involved from  the stage o f  logging operations. It is a common 

. practice by th e  factories in M alaysia to subcontract Ihe sawing 
I  and the initial preservative treatm ent o f  sawn limber.

M achinery in the saw m ills consist o f  vertical/liorizontal 
h a n d sa w s , re -sa w s  and a c c e s so rie s . A cro ss  the m ajo r

rubberw ood processing countries, sawm illing o f the logs with 
traditional bandsaw s is popular. However, it is reported that 
higher lum ber yields and better cutting precision are attained 

w hen sa w m illin g  is done with bandsaw s equip ped  with 
ap prop riate ly  designed carriages for sm all d iam eter logs 
(Brion, 1993). In India, the installed sawm illing capacity 
p e r  un it va ries  from  3-8 cu.m  com p ared  to 10 cu.m  in 
M alaysia in one 8 hour shift. The recovery rates o f sawn 
tim ber from rubberw ood logs in India also show considerable 
difference with Malaysia and T hailand. The three important 
factors determ ining the recovery rates are girth o f the logs, 
q u a li ty  o f  the saw n tim b e r and the end p rodu ct to be 
m anufactured from the sawn planks. In M alaysia, an average 
recovery rate as high as 62 per cent for cutting blockboard 
s izes using a gangsaw  and a recovery of 46 per cent for 
furniture sizes using a bandsaw have been reported (Lopez 
et al., 1980). Normally, the recovery of sawn tim ber from 
rubberw ood logs is in the range o f 35-40 per cent. In India, 
although the recovery rate has been falling since 1980s due 
to declining girth o f rubberw ood logs, the reported average 
recovery rate is higher for two reasons viz., the practice of 

allow ing ‘to lerance ' in the thickness of sawn planks and a 
m ajor portion o f  the sawn lim ber is utilised for manufacturing 
packing cases. T herefore, the estimated average recovery 
rate is 64 per cent. The reported rate of recovery is 80 per 
cent due to the increase in recovery resulting from the practice 
o f accepting the “tolerance’ lim its set by the consumers. The 
estim ated capacity utilisation in the rubberwood sawmilling 
sector is 68 per cent. The major identified constraints of 
capacity  utilisation are seasonality o f raw m aterial supply, 

power shortages and labour absenteeism.

An important feature observed among the sample sawmills 
is the reluctance to process sawn tim ber for the treatment 
industry for two im portant reasons viz, an average lower 
recovery rate o f 50 pe rcen t and difficulties in procuring logs 
o f h igher diam eter. Consequently, the practice o f  job  work/ 
sub-contraciing o f sawing for the treatment units is becoming 

popular.

The developm ent o f an appropriate technology for the 
manufacture o f plywood form rubberwood is relatively recent 
in origin in sp ite  o f ihe experim ental trials  for the same 
initiated in M alaysia since the late 1970s. The operational 
level problem s confronting the pioneering efforts were small 
size and short length of the logs, lack of suitable machinery 
and w arping o f the dried veneer. The requirem ent o f a 
substantial capital investment for large scale units operating 
on the basis o f the standardised technology resulted in the
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establishm eni o f  few units and in M alaysia ihe num ber o f  such 

p lyw ood/veneer m ills is only six as on 1992 (Ism ariah. 1994).

A ro ta ry  la ih e  is the c om m only  used  m ach ine ry  in the 
p e e lin g  units  in the p ro cess in g  o f  veneers, in India, about 

20 per cen t o f  the sam ple  units have Im ported lathes with an 

a v e ra g e  p ro c es s in g  ca p ac ity  o f  25 M T /sh if i co m p ared  to 

1 O M T/shift for the ind igenou s lathes. A recent developm ent 

is the com p u te rised  lathe cha rg ing  and  the charg er  is reported 

to have a h ig h er recovery  by 5 - !5  per cen t (H o .l9 9 4 ). The 

n ew ly  d e v e lo p ed  sp in d le less  lathe  is repo rted  lo  have the 

c ap ac ity  o f  peelin g  dow n lo a very sm all co re  d iam ete r o f 

abou t 50 m ni. Veneer d ry in g  is a lso  an nnportant operation  
using  sec tiona l d ryers .

N o rm ally , the  re c o v e ry  ra te  in the  p e e lin g  se c to r  is 

d ep en d en t on  the g irth  o f  the log, requ ired  th ickness o f the 

v e n e er  and  the effic iency  o f  the lathe. The reported  average 

recovery  rate  am ong the sam ple  un its is 74 per cent and the 

average  cap acity  u tilisatio n  is 53 p e rc e n t, A rela tively  lower 

leve l o f  c a p ac ity  u tilisa tio n  is m ain ly  due to supp ly  side 

co n s tra in ts  a rising  from  sho rtage  o f  the required sizes o f  logs 

an d  pow er. A n im p o r ta n t fea tu re  o f  Ind ian  rubberw o od  

vene er p ro ce ss in g  sec to r  is that h ard ly  25 per cen t o f the 

sam p le  un its p ossess the basic treatm ent facilities in terms 
o f  d ipp ing  and m echan ica l dry ing. A bout 20 per cen t o f the 

sam p le  units has in-bu ilt  p lyw ood  m anufactu ring  fac ility  and 

very  o ften  the co re  and face po rtions  o f  the finished  plyw ood 

is  m ad e o f  ru b b erw o o d  v e n e e rs  h a v in g  the p o ten tia l o f 

a ffec ting  the d u rability  o f  the fin ished product. T his is in 

sharp  con tras t to the com m on p ractice o f  using rubberw ood 

veneer in the co re  po rtion only. (H o et a l., 1994).

S a les  c o m p o sitio n  a n d  M a rk e tin g

T he d istin c t form  and technology o f  prim ary processing 
o f  rubberw ood in India is reflec ted  in the sales com position 

an d  m a rk e t  o r ie n ta t io n . T he  sa le s  c o m p o s itio n  o f  the 
saw m ills  in India can be broad ly  c lassified  into three, viz; 

p a c k in g  c a s e s ,  p a c k in g  c a s e  in a te r i a ls ,  an d  o th e r s . 
Q u a lita tive ly , the pro duction  and sales o f  packing  cases can 
be su b -d iv id ed  into three g rades. T he packing case m ate ria ls, 
include  slabs  and b oards/shooks o f  d ifferent m easurem cnis, 
T he unclassified  category  (o thers) consis ts  o f sawn tim ber 
m eant for treatm ent units and cable reels. The details  on the 
sa les  c om position  and rela tive  prices o f  d ifferen t types oi 

processed w ood products are g iven  in Table 4,

T able 4 show s that 70 per cen t o f the volum e o f sales from 
the saw nm ills is in the form  of  packing  case m aterials and of 
w hich a m ajo r share (75% ) is sold in the form o f boards/ 
shooks, F inished packing cases constitu te  only 20 per cent

Table 4. Sales com position and relative prices

h em R elative share 

(% )
P rice /in

(Rs)

I Packing eases 20

1) Low quality cases K2 28 - .15

ii)  Good qualify caf.es 1.̂ 55 - 60
iii) Beverage packing

ca.<ics 5 55 - 6(1

II . Packing ca.se maieriuK 70

i) Slabs 2.‘S .^8 - 48

li) Bdards/shooks 75 40 - 45

I I I .  Others 10

i) Sawn planks lor

trcatmeni 60 60 - 65

ti) Chemically tri-aied 1
cabic reei.s 25 70 - HO

iii) Miscellaneous l.s

of the to tal vo lum e o f sales and 82 per cent of the same 
belongs to the lowest grade. The relative share o f sawn planks 

m eant lo r treatm ent, chem ically  treated cable reels and other 
products is only 10 per cent o f the lota! sales volume. The 

m ajor m arkets (or packing cases are Bombay. Pune, Madras 
and Hyderabad. Direct m arketing accounts for about 75 per 
cent o f the total volum e o f trade in packing cases. Limited 

sale  o f su perio r quality  packing’ cases  made o f  diffusion 
treated rubberw ood is also reported which is priced at Rs. 
85/cft. The relative price o f slabs varies according to the 
thickness and the price o f boards/shooks depends mainly on 
the ex ten t o f 'to le ra n c e '.  The e le c tric ity  boards of ihe 
Southern States and cable m anufacturing units are the main 

consum ers o f  the rubberw ood cable reels.

Rubberw ood veneers processed from the peeling mills are 
m ainly sold to the plywood manufacturing units located in 
the  S ta te s  o f  K e ra la , M a h a rash tra . Tam il N adu and 
K arnataka. Com pared to saw m ills, the peeling units are 
dependent on the intermediaries as they control around 50 
per cent o f  the trade. In a few units, plywood manufacturing 
is in te g ra ted  and two n f  the sam ple units are regularly 
exporting plywood manufactured from rubberwood. Around 
HO per cent o f the sales volume consists o f the veneers of 2..“' 

mm thickness at an average price o f paise .M/sq.fi.

P ostsc rip t

Two inter-related developm ents since the last quarter ol | 
1994 have altered the prevailing equations in the primary 
m arket o f  rubberw ood. A substantial increase in the NR 
prices and Ihe consequent postponement of replanting of NK 
to reap the benefits arising from the increased prices led to;i
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l.sevcrc shortage. Deplelion in the supply o f  rubbcrw ood logs 

l is  e s lim a lc d  to  be ab o u t 25 p e r ce n t o f  the  p ro jec ted  
ava ilab ility  during the year 1994-95. The new developm ent 

had the net efTect ol a price spiral leading to marked increases 
in the priccs o f the logs, sawn tim ber and packing eases. 

Table 5 sum m arises the average prices ol d ifferent form s of 
ruhberwood.

Table 5. Rehuivc price o f various forms ol rubberwood 
during  the first half  o f  1995

Kslimates

I . Pricc o f logs suilable for 

packing cascs(R s/M T)

2. Price of logs suiiiible lor 

irc ;ilm e n i(R s /M T )

Price o f logs stiilabic lor 

plywood (R s/M T )

Price ol suwn lim ber for 

ireaiinem (Ks/cfu

Pricc ol rubberwood veneers 

o f 2.5 nun ihickness 

(p '/sq  lU

6. Price o f packing case 

ntaicrialsi Boards) o f I 

ihicknes.s(Rs/cfu

K ottayam Peruinhavoor

A sim ukaneous development in the world market is the steady 
in cre ase  in the p rices  o f  both  saw n lim b er and ireaied  
rubberwood resulting mainly from the growing world market 

size  o f rubberw o o d  based  fu rn iliire  and panel products. 
Conversely, the primary rubberwood processing industries in 

India are mainly catering to the m anufacturing requirements of 
products such as packing case and components and inferior 
'quality plywood. Operationally, it is plausible to surmise that 

ihe existing pattern of production of the primary processing 
.. industries is a logical extension of the inward-oriented market 
^isiruciure o f the fini.sbed products. In the process, ihe potential 

for higher value addition a rising from the m anufacture of 

lurniiure and panel products is forgone.

A nother critical problem facing the rubberwood sector in 
India is the dwindling supply of  quality logs in terms of higher 

.s^diameter mainly due to steady replacement ol conventional 
plantmg m aienals w'ith tugher timber content by modern high 
yielding  varieties o f planting m aterials having more latex 
potential and lesser timber content. The emerging, scenario has 
far reaching implications as the logs with comparatively lower 
girih has in-huilt lim itations in terms of recovery rales and 
com m ercia l u iilisa iio n  in the con tex t o f the prevailing 
technology and the consumption pattern. The policy options 
u rtacing in this backdrop  are mainly two. viz. (i) adaptation

of advanced technology by the processing and manufacturing 
sectors to m axim ise recovery rales and value addition (ii) to 

explore Ihe possib ilities o f developing planting m aterials 
meant for the joint production o f latex and timber. Tlie policy 
in it ia t iv e s  in th is  d ire c tio n  w hich have been a lread y  
implemented in Malaysia and Thailand by the promotional 
agencies with regulatory powers are expected to provide the 
guidelines to m axim ise the returns from  this renew able 
resource.
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