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VALTIP3 2020 Advancing Enhanced Wood
Manufacturing Industries in Lao PDR
and Australia

PROSPECTS FOR A SUSTAINABLE RUBBERWOOD INDUSTRY IN LAOS?

There are around 275,000 ha of plantation rubber trees (Hevea brasiliensis) in Laos, grown for producing
latex. Rubber may be wholly owned by smallholders, under latex sharing confracts between farmers and
companies, or in company estate concessions. When trees become senile or latex production is non-
economical, rubber trees can be harvested for wood. Rubber wood is most commonly used in furniture
manufacturing, but also has potential for high-value engineered wood products. This study examines how
a sustainable rubberwood sector in Laos could be developed.

Key Findings

e Rubberis the largest free plantation type in Laos by area, but detailed data is poor. Official records
are incomplete particularly for contact farming and smallholder plantations.

Info Brief #8

e The opportunity for a rubberwood sector in Laos has been neglected in policy, in research and by
industry.

e Without a clear policy position Laos risks missing out on the opportunity of adding value to rubber
plantation investments through rubberwood.

e Ownership of rubber trees, and therefore rublberwood, is not clear, particularly in shared contract
farming and some concessions.

e There will be a ‘boom’ in rubberwood production from around 2030-2035 as most plantations mature.
This could provide a significant resource to the domestic wood processing sector.

e There is considerable demand for rubberwood in neighbouring countries and beyond, but limited
awareness among smallholders and Lao state officials of the value of rubber trees as timber. Rubber
companies are aware of the timber value of their rubber trees but there is limited awareness by
smallholders and farmers.

¢ Some of the oldest rubber plantations are already being cleared because they are non-economic,
due to disease, or farmers are turning to other crops due to unreliable latex prices. This wood is being
burnt for fuel.

¢ Some wood from concessions is being exported under special permits or is being burnt on site.

e Volatile latex markets, and unclear policies for rubber investments create is a risk that some investors
may not replant rubber after the first rotation. This could affect long-term supply of rubberwood.

e Rubberwood could provide a useful stopgap to industry while other plantation investments mature.
e Early research into the quality of Lao rubberwood is having positive results.

e There has been no investment by industry in rubberwood processing technology, but there is good
access to technology in neighbouring countries.

e Arubberwood sectorin Laos would find it challenging to meet sustainability and legality standards
due to non-compliance with domestic regulations and international fraceability requirements.
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Recommendations

The Government should decide quickly if wants to have a sustainable
rubberwood industry and develop the right policies to support this. This
requires resolving the moratorium on concessions.

A single spatial database of information about rubber plantations
including age, spacing, ownership, clone and condition would help
government and industry predict the long-term supply of rubberwood.
A strategic field inventory of rubber plantations is needed to inform
analysis of the growth, yield and quality of rubberwood under different
conditions in Laos.

Research into markets for rubberwood products, in Laos and
neighbouring countries which are already processing rubberwood,
would inform options for industry development. A targeted study tour
could help inform this.

Communication materials to inform rubber growers of the potential
value of their rubber plantations for wood should be developed and
disseminated.

A national industry development plan is needed that addresses the
whole value chain - land- labour-latex and lumber.

Environmental, social, health and safety standards should be developed
for all key stages of rubber latex and rubberwood processing.
Biosecurity and forest health monitoring is needed to protect existing
rubber investments.

Regulatory reforms are needed to ensure rubberwood meets market
legality requirements including under the Lao-EU VPA.

Research Approach

A value-chain approach was used to explore the rubber sector in Laos and its connections to investor
countries - primarily China and Vietnam. Interviews were conducted with key informants including
government officials, investors, processors and rubber growers, in in Northern and Southern Laos.
Questions focussed on ownership, investment models, supply chain relationships and the extent to which
rubberwood was included in decision-making about investing in and growing rubber frees.
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