
ANALYSIS

Rubberwood industry 
lacks quality control

Toms Joseph & Dr. K. Tharian George

T
< he commcrcial exploitation of 
rubberwood assumes great ini’ 
portance as it substitutes the 

conventional lardwood varieties avail­
able from tropical forests for a variety 
of end uses. Its importance stems 
from the fact that it is a renewable 
byproduct of rubber plantations. Since 
the supply o f rubberwood is inex­
haustible it can contribute to the con­
servation of natural rain forests. It 

has been esii mated 
that six lakli hectares 
of tropical rain for- 
ests can be conserved 
with the utilisation of 
economically avail­
able rubberwood and 
'n India 19,000 hcct- 
ires o f rain forests 
can be conserved on 
an annual basis.

Conservation o f 
fast depleting natural 
rain forests is an im­
portant segment of the 
environmental policy 
across countries at

per year. The emerging trends in the 
world timber economy underlines the 
need for identifying environment 
friendly specics of wood.

There has l>een dynamic growth 
o f global trade in timber sinc  ̂ 1980. 
While 76 per cent of the exports of 
timber and timber products is ac­
counted by developing countries, the 
sluire of developed countries in im­
ports is around 60 per cent. The rcla-

The rubberwood 

industry in the country 

is basically 

inward oriented and 

export of 

rubberwood products 

are marginal.

The existence 

of spurious sellers of 

treated wood is the 

main factor 

responsible for the 

lower level of domestic 

market acceptance

ports, growth and geographical con­
centration in demand, increasing ex­
ploitation of the tropical Imrd wood 
varieties and growing concern for con­
servation of environment.

Treatment 
Rubberwood is a 

high colour, me­
dium density timber 
with reasonably 
good strength char­
acteristics.

The preservative 
treatment in the 
form of chemical 
impregnation, safe­
guards rubberwood 
from fungal and in- 
sect attack while 
seasoning reduces 
(he higher moisture 
content to the re-

various stages of de­

velopment. In 1993 the estimated rate 
of deforestation in the developing 
countries was 16.8 million hectares

M r. Toms Joseph am i D r. Tharian 
George arc working in the Rubber 
Board, KoUayam.

Rubberwood furn iture : Big  scope fo r expansion quired niinimuni

live prices of different forms of wood 
also have been steadily increasing 
from mid I980’s and tropical sawn 
wood registered the highest increase. 
The contributing factors are progres­
sive change in the stnicture of ex­

level. Treated nibberwood obtains 
tolerable dimensional stability, smooth 
machining properties and it can re­
place popular hard wood varieties on 
various end uses. Furniture, plyw ood, 

household articles, fancy items and



u -

pr

consiruclion components arc manu­
factured from nibbcrwood. Small di­
mension rubbcrvsood including branch 
wood. ofT-cuts from wood based prod­
uct manufacturing units and saw mill 
residues are used in the manufacture 
of mediuju density fibre board, par­
ticle boards, wood based panels, mo­
saic parquet and activated carbon. 
Good quality charcoal and briquettes 
can be made of saw dust o f 

' rubberwood. The use of insecticides 
and fungicides is inevitable in wood 

^-preservation in general and 
nibberwood is no exception. Typical 
chemicals used are CCA. borax. 
alk)'lammonium compounds etc.

R & D efforts

In the application of chcniicals to 
rubber%vood, canicst R&D efforts are 
needed as replacement of synthetic 
chemicals with biological protection 
methods would cnhancc the market 
image of rubberwood as a eco- 
friendly, sustainably produced tim­
ber. The export earnings of Malaysia, 
the leading exporter of rubberwood 
based products wns worth $ 157 mil­
lion during tlie year 1992. The share 
of rubbcr\>ood in gross wood con­
sumption is the highest in Sri Lanka 
and Thailand (around one third of 
industrial wood consumption). The 
stams of rubberwood industr>' differs 
among tJie major NR producers. Ma­
laysia and Tliailand are tlie leading 
countries in isrms of the volume of 
consumption, pattern of exports and 
the level of technology compared to 
India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka. The 
natural rubber producing countries 
together e.xported 7.4 million cu.m. 
of treated sawn rubber wood/products 
during 1990. Tlie major importing 
countries are the USA and Japan and 
the main form of import is furniture 
which accounts for around 71 per 
cent of tlie amiual consumption of 
•^bberwood based products of the ma­
jor importing countries. Only 12 per

cent has been imported in lumber 
form and the share o f builders wood 
work is as low as six per cent.

Consumption pattern

During 1992-93 India imported 
wood and wooden items worth Rs. 
580.14 crores from mainly Malaysia 
and Myanmar. India requires annu­
ally around 25 million cu. m. of wood 
for industrial applications. The avail­
ability of nibberwood has been esti­
mated as 12.35,000 cu.m. during 
1993-94, consisting of 60 per cent

In India one of the 

pre-requisites 

for the sustained 

growth of 

this industry is the 

establishment 

of a promotional 

agency with 

regulatory powers 

supplemented 

with R & D set-up 

to Implement 

the prescribed 

standards

stem wood and 40 per cent branch 
wood. The branch wood is mainly 
used for industrial and household fire­
wood requirements. The consump­
tion pattern of stem wood is highly 
skewed as 62.5 per cent is being used 
in packing case industry’. The current 
trends show an increasing share of 
plywood manufacturing sector. The 
ply\vood units do simple diffiision 
treatment after peeling. Rubbenvood 
treated through simple dipping

process is also used in the manufac­
ture o f textile shuttle blocks, cable 
reels and soda crates. The rubberwood 
processing industry consumes only 
seven per cent of the available stem 
wood.

During 1993-94, there were 31 
processing units out of which 2 1  were 
in Kerala. The extent of vertical inte­
gration within the industry is low as 
only 1 0  units have saw milling and 
only 17 units liave downstream manu­
facturing facility. Most o f the units 
are constrained by the scale of opera­
tion and rigidities of the internal mar­
ket. The industry is basically inward 
oriented and exports of products such 
as fiirniture. fancy/liousehold items, 
brush handles and treated sawn planks 
are nuirginal.

Capacity utilisation

The average capacity utilisation 
of (lie existing units is as low as 37 
per cent. The existence of spurious 
sellers of treated wood is (he main 
factor responsible for the lower level 
o f domestic market acceptancc. Tlie 
absence o f a statutory authority to 
implement and monitor quality stan­
dards deserves attention from a polic>' 
angle. Another important problem is 
the inability of the processing units to 
control the quality and price of 
rubbenvood logs in the primar>' mar­
ket. The price of nibberwood logs in 
India is higher mainly due to the 
competition among the different con­
suming sectors such as plywood, pack­
ing case and processing industr>' and 
the emergence of intermediaries in 
the raw material market.

The price of rubbenvood logs var­
ies depending on end use as girtii 
requirements differ among various end 
uses. The price range of rubbenvood 
logs suitable for treatment is Rs 2000
- 2500 per cu.m. while that of logs 
suitable for packing case industry is 
only Rs J300 - 1400 per cu. ni. Yef



treated nibben\ood sawn plaiiks are 
cheaper compared to other popular 
timbers. Its average price is only 
around l/5lh of the price of first 
quality teak wood sawn planks and 
32 per cent lower compared to the 
price o f sawn planks o f jack fruit 
tree.

Prospects

The industrial potential of 
nibbenvood has to be viewed in the 
light of the emerging trends in the 
domestic as well as world timber 
economy. The annual availability of 
nibber\vood io India by 1997-98 is 
projected as 17.06,000 cu.m. and the 
volume o f sawn timber suitable for 
processing will be 3.58,000 cu.m. The 
current installed capacity o f the exist­
ing units is capable of processing

only 15.6 per ccnt o f the available 
suitable sawn limber.

Domestic market

Two recent developments in tlie 
domestic market having long-term 
implications on tlie prospects o f the 
industry in the manufacturing of con- 
str\iction components sector are ( 1 ) 
the inclusion of rubberwood by the 
Bureau of Indian Standards fordoorSs 
window shutters and frames and ( 2 ) 
the ban of forest wood for the con­
struction work undertaken by the 
CPWT) since April. 1993.

However, internationally in the 
construction components scctor 
nibberwood is mainly used for floor­
ing and panelling compared to win- 
dô '̂s and doors due to warping prob­

lems. Hence in a world market doiî ji 
nated by furnit\ire and household a J 
tides, \ crtically integrated large seal 
units with down stream manufacturl 
ing facilit>- appear to have a coiupa^ 
tive ad\-antage.

Promotional agency

In India, one of the prerequisite 
for the sustained gro^vlh of thi; 
nascent industry along witli other spe­
cies of softwood is the establisimient 
of a promotional agenc>’ witli regul? 
lory powers supplemented with 
set up to implement the present 
standards and to exploit tlie potenti 
of value addition. Such a policy ii 
vention will not only ensure cor 
trolled growth of tlie industry but als 
indirectly contribute to tlie en\iroi 
mental conservation efforts.
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TECHNOLOGY
ow to producc crumb rubber 
with better quality and con- 

“ sislcncy to suit the require­
ments of the manufacturers? What 
are the facilities to be provided in the 
crunib rubber factory? What methods 
and process sh^ld be adopted in a 
factory to achie\^ quality and stan­
dard?

The liberalisatioVi process has 
made much h eadw ^  in recent 
months. Yet, e\en now,Vve have a 
closed market s>stem in*v-\ich most 
of the rubber and rubber go^s pro­
duced in tlie countiy is comiiletely 
consumed internally irrcspectiw of 
its quality. But the situation is bo\nd 
to change drastically in the comii 
months. According to the Govcrn-\ 
ment policy, there will be an open 
market system in the near future and 
hence there will be global competi­
tion for raw material as well as prod­
ucts. Tlus means that only quality 
items will survive and this Is true

Rubber products must have quality and consis­

tency In performance for facing global 

competition. To achieve this, the material should 

be of good quality and the processing 

method should be modern and scientific

Proctsiing in a crumb rubber factory

How to produce quality 
crumb rubber

Dr. M.G. Kumaran

with regard to rubber and rubber prod­
ucts also.

For example, in tyre, the quality 
and consistenc>- in performance are 

 ̂ the important criteria for preference 
.. of a specific brand. This implies that 

t>-pes should have good mileage, 
low failure rate, good retreadability 

To achicN'e this, the prime requi- 
. Site is the quality and consistency of 

^w materials. Since rubber is the
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main raw material for the manufac­
ture of rubber products the lev^I of 
quality and consistency is veiy 
portanL If this can be achieved 
technically specified rubber (TSR)'' 
particularly in ISNK - 20, major in­
dustries producing t>Tes, belting, hoses 
etc., will definitely show a preference 
to TSR and the market potential of 
crumb rubber can be improved.

Even though sheet rubber is the 
major raw rubber used by these in­
dustries for technological advantages,

they are also facing serious process­
ing problems such as high 
premastication time, high heat gen­
eration during compounding and high 
viscosity variation. With crumb rub­
ber particularly ISNR - 20, these pro- 

;ssing problems are comparatively 
less.

Yet, in practice, it is seen that the 
level of consistency is less between 
factories, between batches and even 
bet^veen bales. This is particularly 
true with ISNR 10, 20 and 50. It is


