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R U B B E R W O O D A n U n d e r -
Malays ia , the world's largest 

producer a n d exporter of n a t u r a l 
rubber, has awoken to the idea t h a t 
rubber wood is a n exploitable r e ­
source. A recent issue of the 
Planter 's Bu l le t in published by the 
M a l a y s i a n Rubber Research I n s t i ­
tute has i n f o r m e d i ts readership 
t h a t rubber wood has r e m a i n e d a n 
under exploited resource i n . M a l a y ­
sia a l l these years. T h i s j o u r n a l 
draws a t t e n t i o n to the fac t t h a t two 
documented reports of the i r R.R. I . , 
i n 1974 a n d i n 1975,- showed the 
feasibi l i ty of m a n u f a c t u r i n g S t a n d ­
a r d M a l a y s i a n Rubber ( S M R ) p a l ­
lets a n d several f u r n i t u r e i tems 
f r o m rubber wood. I t adds t h a t now 
there is also scope for its e x p a n ­
sion i n t o mould ing for w a l l panels 
a n d for parquet f loor ing mater ia ls . 
E a c h of these applicat ions, i t says, 
has i ts o w n economic value depend-r 
l n g o n local a n d overseas m a r k e t 
d e m a n d a n d o n ski l l of operat ion. 

Invest igat ions are also under 
w a y i n M a l a y s i a for use of rubber 
wood i n load bear ing structures of 
wooden bui ldings such as roof t rus ­
ses a n d for n o n load 
bear ing members such as w i n ­
dow a n d door f rames ( jo iner ies) . 
W h a t is being emphasised i n M a l a y ­
sia is t h a t th is resource could p r o ­
vide numerous employment oppor­
tuni t ies th rough the creat ion of 
jobs i n the saw m i l l a n d wood 
work ing sector. Also, such a venture 
would direct ly support the m a r k e t ­
ing of rubberwood derived f r o m 
smal l holdings since the smal l h o l d ­
i n g sector i n M a l a y s i a has a n est i ­
m a t e d potent ia l supply of 3.3 to 4.5 
mi l l ion tons of rubber wood a year. 

Ma lays ia has now realised the 
value of this n a t u r a l resource, 
wh ich i t has i n p lenty , a n d which 
has ^11 these years been uti l ised only 
as a waste product as firewood for 
hea t ing and burn ing . As early as 
the 1960's, i n S r i L a n k a a Senior 
Assistant Conservator of Forests, 
A. E. K. Tissaweerasinghe, showed 
t h a t the key to t h e ut i l isat ion of 
rubber wood as t imber was the 
prevent ion f r o m a t tack of th is 
wood by borers. H e advo­
cated a preservative t r e a t m e n t 
of this wood by t h e boron diffusion 
process. T h i s process came to be 
f u r t h e r developed th rough his 

Exploi ted Resource 
w o r k a n d t h a t of specialists i n the 
t h e n N a t i o n a l S m a l l Industr ies Cor­
porat ion, the facul ty of Engineer ­
i n g Peradeniya , and the two c a m ­
puses a t Colombo a n d Vidyodaya. 

Tissaweerasinghe showed i n 1970, 
t h a t " the to ta l acreage under 

rubber i n S r i L a n k a is about 
600,000 acres. The p lanned p r o -

, g r a m m e of rep lan t ing _is 20,000 
acres per year wh ich amounts to 
a ro ta t ion of 30 years. T h i s means 
t h a t i f the p lanned programme 
is implemented, there wi l l be a 
continuous a n d sustained yield 
of t imber because af ter 30 years, 
the first p lanted area w i l l need 
rep lant ing . I n recent years the 
ra te of rep lan t ing has n o t r e a c h ­
ed 20,000 acres bu t a figure close 
to 12,000 acres. 

T h e n e x t question is the 
quant i ty of usable t imber a v a i l ­
able w h e n a n acre of old rubber 
is fel led. A firm of consultants 
assessing the potent ia l ' of rubber 
wood for m a k i n g paper est imated 
t h a t stem wood (I.e. excluding 
branches) would a m o u n t to 
something l ike 1,250 cu. f t . per 
acre. Since the firm was t h i n k ­
ing i n terms of p a p e r - m a k i n g 
where small -sized billets would 
suffice, we m a y conservatively 
assume" t h a t only 40 per cent of 
the stem wood wi l l be sawable. 
T h i s gives a figure of 500 cu. f t 
per acre avai lable for sawing or 
six m i l l i o n cu. f t . per year f r o m 
the 12,000 acres being replanted 
each year. 

The magni tude of this figure 
wi l l be better appreciated w h e n 
i t is realised t h a t this is about 
the quant i ty of t imber supplied 
annua l ly f r o m a l l the forests i n 
Sr i L a n k a . A disadvantage in 
t imber f r o m n a t u r a l forests is the 
diversity of species. B y contrast 
rubber wood is a u n i f o r m r a w 
m a t e r i a l w h i c h makes processing 
so m u c h easier." 

Tissaweerasinghe foresaw x t h e 
t imber scarcity the country would 
face by the m i d 1970's i f this v a l u ­
able resource was not immedia te ly 
p u t to use. A n interest was evinc­
ed a n d a pi lot p l a n t started, but 
fa i led to ga in the necessary m o -
n e n t u m t h a t would stave off 
a crisis. Desperate measures h a d to 
be a resorted to, such as the ex­

ploi t ing of valuable forest resour­
ces l ike S i n g h a r a j a a n d now i m ­
ports of t imber i n large quanti t ies, 
to meet the urgent indust r ia l a n d 
construction t imber requirements of 
the country. 

I n the late 60's the N a t i o n a l 
Sma l l Industr ies Corporat ion began 
a pract ica l appl icat ion of the boron 
t r e a t m e n t process. One example 
of i ts early commercia l appl icat ion 
would suffice. I n 1969 there was 
a n Educat ion M i n i s t r y order to the 
Nat iona l Sma l l Industr ies Corpora ­
t ion for m a n u f a c t u r e of compon­
ent furn i ture , designed by the 
U.N.'s Asian Regional Ins t i tu te for 
School Bui ld ing Research, to be dis­
t r ibuted to 100 schools. A t th is 
junc tu re owing to the scarcity of 
adequate t imber species a discussion 
between t h e head of the N.S.I.C. 
a n d the Forest D e p a r t m e n t r e v e a l ­
ed tha t , as f a r back as 1967/68, the 
Research a n d Development Division 
of t h e Forest D e p a r t m e n t h a d c a r - " 
r ied out tests w i t h rubber wood for 
fu rn i tu re manufac tu re . 

Th is work was ly ing a t the 
Forest D e p a r t m e n t research labs. 
Tissaweerasinghe f r o m the Forest 
D e p a r t m e n t , Hope T o d d f r o m the 
N.S.I .C. a n d Dr . O. S. Pelr ls of the 
.R .R. I , a n d Dr . M i l t o n A m a r a t u n g a 
of the Facu l ty of Engineer ing, P e r a ­
deniya, car r ied out f u r t h e r tests 
w i t h this t imber and the Educat ion 
M in is t ry order, i n the m a g n i t u d e of 
Rs. 1 mi l l ion , was executed ent i re ly 
out of this processed rubber wood. 

I n t h e 1970's the Boron R u b ­
berwood Pro ject was brought under 
the Indus t r ia l Development Board 
a n d w e n t ahead w i t h the commer­
c ia l product ion of t imber and 
household fu rn i tu re f r o m rubber-
wood. T h e process has cont inued 
to be used a t IDB'S Rubber Wood 
Project where production of t imber 
for fu rn i tu re , wa l l panel l ing, p a r ­
quet flooring and ceilings has f luc­
tuated around rout ine levels fo r 
the last several years, due to a 
lack of interest a n d encouragement 
a t h igher official levels. T lssaweera-
singhe's or ig ina l work showed the 
potent ia l of th is valuable n a t u r a l 
resource t h a t was going waste. T h i s 
work has been carr ied fu r ther by 
our scientists t h o u g h no t encourag­
ed and promoted vigorously enough; 
a n d whi le the country lost his ser­
vices a few years back i n the b r a i n 
dra in , t h e rubber wood m a r k e t is 
on t h e point of being t a k e n over by 
the world's largest potent ia l supplier 
a n d the debate on how to conserve-
our valuable n a t u r a l forest resour­
ces continues. 
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