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What is the Value of Bamboo?

oy Peter Carey

1ihe US Green Bullding Councll has
done one thing In 3 supremely effec-
the manner, £ has b2en to motivats
Interior gesigners o seek out susiain-
able materials for thelr projects. This
has 12d 10 3 wholessle desire within the
design communify to fina the gresnest,
chaapest material avallatle.

Under the banner of its rapidly-renew-
able capablity, bamboo 5 an emblematic
matenal that sends a strong emvironmen-
tal message when used In commercizl
Interiors projacts. Mast know that bam-
boo s not 2 wood, but 3 very fast growing
grass. With over 1,500 species across the
giobe, the image of hamboo & connactad
with China, wheare it resonates deeply
wkh the population. “In China 215 a
cuftura! kcon,” said Eric Chan, president
of ECCO Design and a native of China.
“It s an enlightenad element: spirftual,
honesz, fast growing, strong, and fiexibie.
It embodies quaities mast people would
lIke 20 have for themseaives

The exctic nature of bamooo con-
|ures up Imagss of faraway places and
remote jungiss untouchea by today's

modem ife. But. consicersd as a
culiding material for commercial inte-
riors, bamboo has greater comprassive
strangth than concrete and about the
same strengin-to-welght ratio as steel
In tension. On an ecoiogical level, it
refeases 35% mors axygen than a
comparable cluster of trees

As this suggests, bamboo Is 3 great
material and a wondertul choice for
certaln aspects of Interiors projects.
t 15, however, atso the sutject of 3
talr amount of greenvwashing In our
Industry. Many manufaciurers have
capitalized on the association with sus-
tainaoility to appeal 1o consumers de-
siring to buy green. even where thess
quaities are not present. Usars and
specifiers of this matenal, tharsfore,
should b2 aware of the benefits as well
35 the radsofts that are inherent In us-
Ing bamboo for Interior projects.

Bamboo Textiles

“It's not that bamboo texdiles are
oaa; just don't kid yourself that they
are pefiar than something eiss,” sald

Kristle Strasen, i=xtie designer and
owner of Place Textlles. Fabrics made
trom bamboo generally use chemically
processed bamiooo, which Is the same
manufacturing process as rayon. Man-
utacturing rayon entslis using wood
pulp ana bresking it coan with caustic
chemicals to arrive at s most basic
natural pulding biock — celluioss.
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The viscous solution of celluicse and
chemicals Is then extruded through 3
spinneret. “You oon't buy 3 wood pulp
shirt; you buy 3 rayon shirt. The fabric
Is made from cellulose whether It Is
©amboo or wood,” sald Ms. Sirasen.
The Federal Trade Commission
recently joinec the discussion anc
sent 3 bulletin urging manutaciur-

TERAGREN'S 3-PLY COUNTERTOP BOARD

£rs and marketers of bamboo textlies
to stop calling chemically processed
bamboo fiber 3nything other than
rayon (or viscose, the name for rayon
In Europe). Since materis! from many
ditferent natural plants can b2 useo

to create rayon, there's no trace of the
onginal plant in the finished product
"The Issue with bamicoo i=xiiies comes

THE MANY COLORS OF EAMBOO, FROM NATURAL FLAT GRAIN TO CARMELZED VERTICAL GRAIN

AND MULTICOLORED STRAND
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down to commen sense, and ttis a
matier of being Informed,” sald Ms.
Strasen. “One argument for Lamooo
Is that It grows ve times as fastas a3
tree. Well, there are ceriain kings of
trees that are ralsed for papar making
that may not grow as fast as camboo.
out they oo grow fast, and they are
located In North America. And thay
don't require pesticides or fertiizers,
Just like Bamboo.”

A fachic some fabric mils have baen
using recanily to tout the greenness of
pamboo texities Is to say that thelr yarns
mage from bamboo are manutactureg
In a closec-loop process. Sy osfinttion,

closec-loop system Is one In which
some or all of the manutacturer's cutput
Is used agaln as nput o create more of
the same procuct. Unilke mylon, ancther
man-made fider, rayon fibers cannet be
Introcuced back Into the manutacturing
process ana thus cannot be made In a
closag-oop environment.

Another type of textlle fiber made from
bamboo ks avaliable, but not in great
enough supply for contract interiors. The
hamboo stalks are processed machan-
cally, not chamically (*resulting in the
somewhat inelegant name of *meachans-
caly processed bamboo®). This Is done
by crushing the bamboo and braaking
down the stalk to get to the fiber within
the bamboo. The crushed bamboo Is
men reated with natura’ engymes. The
final step In the process S to comb the
fibers and spin them Into yam; this is
similar to the process used ta create
woal thread. it Is much more iabar inten-
sive and rasus In a fher that feels more
lIke [nen ar hamp.

Bamboo Flooring
The mest recognizabie use for bam-
£0o0 in commercial projacts has baen
ficoring. To prepare it for manutactur-
Ing as 3 ficoring material or for panels,
mest bamboo stems are sawn nto
3" wioe sirips that run the kength of
an eight- or t=n-foot staik. The outer
graen skin Is removed and the matenal



Is planed smooth. In addition io wsing
the material in = characterstic natural
color, manufachurers can alse steam
It, which darkens the color, however,
darker colors compromilse bamboo’s
performance. Steaming burms off sug-
ars within the sirips and opens pores;
It also reduces bamboo’s overall hard-
ness, sometimes oy more than 106,
once the sirips are dried and planed
@daln, they are ready o be laminated.
This Is 3 crifical stage In the manu-
taciuring process and one that offen
separates sustalnabie-rmindsd manu-
tacturers from thos2 trying fo make a
quick Buck. Many kow-cost laminating
adhesives contaln urea formakiehyde,
which ks extramedy high In volatlie o
ganic compaund (WOC) contant. WoCs

hawe a large Impact on the quality of
alr Inside bulldings and can contribute
to respiratory prociems and allergic
reactions In many peosie.

In onger for bamioco fo provide high
qualky ficoring matenal, plants must
e from Thee to seven years oid oefore
harvesting. Certaln specles of bambos
hawe a reputation fior growing more
than eldht=en Inches In a single day;
however, the Inner walls of the plant
nised fime to frarsfomn into & dense
and usabie proguct for fiaorng. “The
owerall probiam that we have with
camboo, sustalinablity asige. Is that
anyoody can get an imparter lcense
and bring questionable quallfy bambos
Infz the country,” =3id Cathy Lalder-
sdoaft, president of Architectural
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materials

Flooring Resourca, a large Mew ork
flooring contractor. “A kot of the calls
we get on bamboo fieoring obs now
are about re-dos from other manutac-
furers and Insllers. Bamboo looks
and feels ke wood, ™ she sald, "out s
not. It's a speclalty prodwct. Unless the
spec |s called out fior & really repufable
manufacturer, what's the point?™

In an unusual tumn of evants, the
Forest Stewardshlp Councll (FIC) al-
Icewad pamiboo Into e sysiem in 2004,
The FSC aganesses ihe axploftation
and mismanagement of forests across
the gdicize and s an Important crgand-
zatlon that measures the susainabiity
of wood for bullding products. As
mentionad above, Camboo ks 3 grass.
=0 why do=s It needl FSC certfication?

By all accounts, inis was 3 decision
made by manutacturers, not & request
oy SpECifiers or end uEers. The desie
to achieve the LEED MRT credit for
ceriMead wood 15 very high for some
manufacturers, desplie the Increassd
cost for using FEC-cerified products,
which £an be somelimes a5 much
&5 20% higher. At any rate, FSC onty
fracks how the bamiboo is grown: It
doasn't agdress the criical component
of how e flooring |5 manufachurea.

t k= possiole that an FEC-cerified
amboo fioor was oe laminated with
ures formaloenyde adheshve. which
would negate the purpose of using

the susiainable product, as well as
disquality It for the LEED 1AG 4.4 credit
tor kow-emiting materiats.

It 3 gesigner s solety Interasted In
achieving a rapidly renewabies LEED
credit for thelr project's floonng mate-
flall, specying inclewm would be
cheaper on 3@ sguare-foot cost oasts,
as well as @ monthly malntenance
ask. If 3 deskaner desires to spechty
a product that looks dreen and sends
a message of sustalnakilty, camboo
achleves that. but so does reclalmed
wood floorng, which could also po-
tentially gat a Reglons| Materials LEED
cradit if the wood s reclaimed within



800 miles. Howevar, recClalmed wood
Is fyplcailly not hardweood, and thus not
aini ldeal fooring for & contract emvinon-
ment. As with many |ssues sumound-
Ing sustainability, there Is no single
winner and no easy aNswer.

M. Leldersdon named Teragren as
recommended manufaciurer of tam-
loo0 fiooring fior commercial use. “0ur
product behaves like an englnesned
floce, not 3 solid fooring product,” salkd
&nn Knight, Executive Vice Presigent
of Teragren. “Many consumers don't
knicw winat they are asking for when
they want bamboo flooring.” Teragren
Is onie of the few flooring manutaciur-
ers that also manage fs own bamiboo
forests In China. Moso Is Teragnen's
preferred species of bamboo for thelr
flooring and paneling. | asked her wiy
It can't b2 grown choser o home, and
she replied, “It can. It's ideal for pig
tarmers because the bamboo wptakes
the nitragen In the soll.” Ms. Knight
continued, “We have been exploring
the bdea of growing MosoIn the Missis-
slppl Defa region where the soll and
weather condifions are kdeal "

Like most domestie manufacturing,
sefting up & faciory from scratch s a
long e Ineestment. “Economically it
cloesnT make serse unkss the walume
Is there,” said Ms. Knight. “Togrow a
planiation to maburity wouwld take about
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twenfy years, After that, the bamboo can
be harvested every 5102 to 6 years.”
When it comes to wsing bamboo
venseer for furniue or milkaork, one
advantage anises, but, ironicaly, it may
not be one that mast commercial inferior
designers would 2ppreciate in this
instance: consktency. Many designers
CRO0SS axnhe wind wenesr hecauss
of it= fch and natural character, The
ofganic photures created in wood wenesr
panels are highly sought after by end us-
ers whi are looking 10 send 4 message
of wealth, status and sophisbcation.
ZincCe the only venser thal can be
made from tamboo |s laminated com-
positE venesr, each sirand ks matched
wiih other simillar colored strands: o
create 3 conststent color and f=dure.
ILinilike exoblc wood wenssr, which
comes In many diferent shapss and
sizes, Damboo venser | predicians
and has much less washe. Each shest
of bamizod venser has 3 uniform shaps
and Is s much easler for @ milbwork-
er iz use. The Clean look of & bamboo
floor may not abways be appropriate for
elaborate milwerk or pansling, but it
can be used elegantly and creathely
In many appiications from Cconference
tabies o loungs furnifure. Used 3= an
accent. bamiboo veneer has almost
limiftiess applications.

Erlc Chan's 9707 Bamboo Chalr
Couming from the opposie end of the
bamboo manufachuring speckum, in-
dustrizl designer Erle Chan designed 3
way to InCorporate the strong and fiex-
Izle benefts inherant fo Bamiboo whils
rrilndmitzing the larnge amicunts of glue
and embodied energy that are usually
expanded to make bamiooo products.
Commissicnad by the Hong Kong
Deslgn Centre fo commemoratz the
tenth anniversary of the reunmication
of Hong Kong with mainiand China,
Mr. Chan In Collaboration with Harman
Bller creates the ECCO 9707
Ziarting with the shape of the seat,
the chalr takes Important cues from ra-

materials

dificnal bamiooo harvesting. Mr. Chan
opied fotake the long and thin pro-
cessed sirips made by most bamiooo
ranufaciurers and use them Indhidu-
allly to foern the chalr's operative endo-
nomic component. instead of guing the
sirips to oreale & monolthic surface,
the edges were carefully machined fior
the comfort of the sitter. A notch in the
bottom of the strp was routed to Inter-
tace with & spacial poymer suspension
plece known 35 Super S8aT sUSpEnsion
that Mr. Chan originailly developed for
the Foray office chalr by Galger.

By deslgning a varlation of 3
tradiional Ming chalr, Mr. Chan has
capitalized om the emobional assocla-
tion of his native countrymen with the
shape of the chalr and the matertal
with which I Is made. Ha also modem-
Iz s coamifort to ergonomically move
and support the body of the siter,
redardless of thelr postiion In the chalr.
This new approach to both sealing and
rmanufacturing has the poteriial to cne-
ate am indusiry within an Industry, pos-
sliohy shaping how we all use bamboso
In the fubure.

Conclushon

The pest sustalnable intentions may
not hiave the most practical or benefl-
clal manufachwing cubcomes. Bamboo
I= an Imporant material for the fufure
of the bullding Industry, tut when
manufachured Impropesty, I not only
damages cur environment but atse the
repuiation of 3 materlal that, along with
a host of other materials such as woal,
cobion, cork and a host of byproducks
from the food Industry, has the polen-
tial o stabllize the world's finke supply
of lzng-cycle renswa ble matsrials. B
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