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CAN LAO SMALLHOLDER-GROWN RUBBER TREES PRODUCE HIGH-GRADE VENEER?

There are around 275,000 ha of planted rubber trees (Hevea brasiliensis) in Laos, primarily grown for
producing latex. Rubber trees are planted by smallholders, under contracts between farmers and
companies and in company estates. When trees become senile or latex production is non-economical,
rubber trees can be harvested for wood. However, there is no rubberwood processing industry in Laos
and wood is either used for fuel or is exported. When processed, rubberwood is commonly used for
furniture but also has potential for engineered wood products. This study investigated the volume and
quality of veneer peeled from logs from smallholder-grown rubber trees to determine whether this would
meet the standards required for engineered wood products (EWPs).

Key Findings Y

e Rubber trees past their latex-producing prime from un-thinned
and unpruned stands have qualities and desirable traits to
produce certain high-value EWPs.

e Green veneer recovery was 64%. Veneer volume was influenced by
position of the billet in the tree due to knot diameter, taper and
small-end diameter characteristics.

e Quality recovery was higher in billets from above the fork level
and the proportion of rejected face veneer was higher in billets
below the fork. This may be due to lower wood density in the
upper section of the tree contributing to a more straightforward
peeling process.

e The proportion of high-quality veneer (i.e. used for decorative
surface appearance) was 2.6% of the net veneer volume.

¢ 91% of the net veneer volume recovered consisted of either
lower-grade face veneers suitable for structural applications or
core veneers for appearance and non-appearance structural
panels.

e The main reasons for downgrading face veneers were either
processing-related issues or drying-induced defects. A
combination of several optimisation techniques could potentially
remove most of the main causes of downgrading face veneer,
thus leading to a significant increase in higher-quality face
veneers.




Australian

Australian Government AI D
Australian Centre for
International Agricultural Research

e Senile rubber trees from smallholder plantations have qualities suitable for
high-value EWPs.

e With industry development rubberwood could provide an important

Findings resource for processing and a significant income to smallholders.

e Investment in peeling technology is required.

e Extension material and training is needed to increase farmer awareness of
this opportunity.

Research Approach

Fifteen rubber trees were harvested from a 25-year-old smallholder plantation in Luang Namtha Province,
planted 3m x 8m. The tree tip was cut at age 3, resulting in forked trees. A total of 63 billets (logs cut to
1.3m) were cut for analysis — 24 from tree stems and 39 from branched above the fork. The billets were
peeled, and the veneer analysed at the National University of Laos wood processing facility.
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