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E very household needs storage solutions, be

it laundry baskets, magazine racks or boxes

for sundries. While storage products can be made
from various materials, natural materials remain
key. HKTDC Houseware talks to two Hong Kong
manufacturers that produce storage products made
from veneered plywood and plant materials to learn
more about the products” production processes,
designs, market demand, challenges and prospects.
By Lydia Li
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What is veneered plywood and how are veneered plywood
products made?

Plywood is an engineered wood consisting of several thin layers — usually
five, depending on the size, curvation and function of the end products,
among other factors — of wood sheets, which are glued and pressed
together with the direction of the grain alternating to reduce the chances
of splitting and warping. To decorate plywood, a thin, fine wood sheet
called a veneer is glued on to it. Ash veneer, being relatively cheap, yet
having a relatively clear grain, is popular across all markets. The darker
and more expensive walnut veneer is particularly popular in the West.

To put it simply, to make a bent veneered plywood product, you need to
build a mould first. Several layers of wood sheets are then moulded and
bent into the designed shape, followed by polishing and applying coating
to make them smooth and durable. Because of the glue and coating,
veneered plywood products are water-resistant and can be cleaned with
a damp cloth. As long as they are not immersed in the water for a long
period of time, veneered plywood products are very long-lasting.

How has the production process of veneered plywood
products changed over the years in terms of efficiency and
environmental protection?

Apart from the process of gluing veneer to plywood that can only

be done manually, other processes including cutting, polishing and
applying coating to the plywood can now be partly or even entirely
done by machines. Over the years, we have invested significantly

in automation in our Dongguan factory in Mainland China. The
introduction of automation in mass production has effectively helped to
shorten the production lead time, increase product quality, reduce the
number of workers and the production cost.

As for environmental issues, we have been FSC Chain-of-Custody
certified since 2010, meaning that the wood materials we use are from
well-managed forests so that we can provide FSC-certified products as
per customers’ request. The glue that we apply in our veneered plywood
contains very low formaldehyde content so that our products can meet
EO formaldehyde emission standard and the California Air Resources
Board’s (CARB) Phase 2 formaldehyde emission standard. Polishing
and applying coating to veneered plywood are two processes that
produce the most pollutants, so we have installed a high-pressure pulse
dust collector system. In addition, we have stopped using oil-based
coating in favour of water-based coating that is free of harmful volatile
organic compounds.

Veneered plywood storage products

Sunny Age Ltd has been manufacturing bent veneered plywood storage products
since 1992. Heidi Law, the firm's senior sales manager, explains how veneered
plywood products are made, how the production process has become greener and
how eco-friendly houseware can be more attractive
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Have buyers and consumers become more eco-conscious?

In order to protect the environment, some of our EU buyers have
started to indicate that they only want FSC-certified products around
eight to 10 years ago. Furthermore, some buyers request to verify

the products’ formaldehyde emission level and carry out factory
environmental audits. In 2013, the European Union Timber Regulation
(EUTR) began prohibiting the placing of illegally harvested timber on
the EU market in order to tackle the problem of illegal logging across
the world. Traders of wood products within the EU need to keep
records of suppliers to allow for traceability.

Buyers pay attention to product packaging as well. We have buyers
from the US requesting us to use minimal packaging materials and
use paper instead of Styrofoam in packaging. Consumers are more
concerned about the formaldehyde level of the products than whether
the wood material is FSC-certified, which is understandable because
people naturally care more about their own health.

Regarding product design, what more can be done to give
veneered plywood storage products more variation?

The wooden parts of our products can be combined with parts made
from other materials to create more variety. For example, we have a
desktop organiser that has a sliding whiteboard for writing. We also
have a shoe rack that features powder-coated metal panels. Regarding
product colours, most buyers prefer to keep the original colour of
wooden products instead of having them painted with colour, so

that the natural grain of veneer can be kept. After all, consumers buy
wooden products because they like natural products and the feeling of
wood.

What is your view on the current and future developments
of eco-friendly houseware?

There is a market and demand for eco-friendly houseware. If the price
could further be lowered, we believe more people would be willing

to use it. However, the cost of green products is usually higher due to
the supply and cost of their raw materials and production processes.
Take our case as an example: if our products were made from plastic,
they could be much cheaper because plastic is cheap and there are
fewer manufacturing processes needed. What's more, the cost of the
environmentally friendly water-based coating that we have been using
is 20 per cent higher than oil-based coating. Since we cannot reduce
the material costs, we actively introduce more automation elements

to the production process, so that we can lower the overall production
costs and try to close the price gap between green and non-green
products. Good quality and designs help to attract consumers too.
Consumers have become more concerned about
environmental issues. They have changed the
habits of using disposable products for the sake
of convenience and throwing away products
that have just been used for a very short
period of time.
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