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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The main objective of this project is to enhance capability of the village-scale rubber
smoking cooperatives using technology to improve fuel consumption efficiency in producing
ribbed smoked sheet (RSS) rubber. This in tumn will reduce the production cost. In rubber
smoking process, fuel wood, usually fresh rubberwood, is used as a heat source. In general,
fuel consumption rate for cooperatives ranges from 1.2 to 1.5 kg per kg of RSS. The steady
increase of the fuel wood price directly affects the RSS production cost. An altemnative in the
reduction of fuel wood consumption is by proper moisture removal from the rubber sheets prior
to the smoking process. Solar energy is one of the renewable energy source that has been
widely used in drying of various agricultural products and it is possible to use for rubber sheet
pre-drying because there is no energy cost to worry. However, variation of solar intensity is a
constraint that causes difficulty in control of product drying. Nonetheless it is worth

considering if appropriate method and device are implemented—_

In this project, solar energy has been used to reduce moisture from the raw rubber
sheets before they are dried in a smoking process. Optimal conditions in this pre-drying are
studied. A prototype solar pre-dryer that its capacity can contain rubber sheets equal to one
smoking-room is constructed. Experiments are then conducted to investigate the optimal

conditions.

Initially, drying characteristics of raw rubber sheets simulating solar pre-drying
conditions are investigated in a laboratory dryer. Parameters studied include air temperature,
velocity, drying time, relative humidity, and spacing between rubber sheets. The relative
humidity in this experiment is divided to low and high levels, in which water is sprayed into
the system under high-level RH and no water is sprayed otherwise. Result analysis is attained
by the Response Surface Method (RSM) that enables the visualization of the change of the

response (final moisture content of the rubber sheets and drying time) when the conditions or



independent variables (temperature and velocity) are clearly changed. This method can be

used to predict the response to the conditions beyond the experiment.

Results from analysis of response surfaces and contours of independent variables show
that drying time to reduce the moisture content to 15% can be achieved by increasing air
velocity under low temperature of 33-35°C no matter how high the relative humidity is. In
designing a pre-dryer using solar energy, it is preferred to minimize use of other energy sources
to obtain proper ventilation of moisture. In the mean time, introduction of moisture from
outside to the dryer should be avoid as this can retard the drying rate of the rubber sheets.
Results from drying at high temperature (42-47°C) show that ventilation rate of 800-900 m'/hr is
sufficient to dry the rubber sheets to 15% MC using approximately the same time as low
temperature drying with ventilation rate of 1,200-1,500 m’/hr. Increase of the spacing between
the rubber sheets results in higher drying rate and shorter drying time. In practice, the

spacing also depends on the number of rubber sheets availablesin each production.

The designed pre-dryer has a gable-shaped roof with the dimension of WxLxH =3
mx7.2mx 34 m When fully loaded with three carts, thete is a space of 0.5 m from the side
walls. Inside surface of the doors, side walls and concrete floor are painted black. The roof is
made of clear curled tiles. It is tilted 20 degiee to each side. Three natural-low turbine
ventilators (24-inch-diameter} are installed on top of the roof. The doors and side walls are
made of zinc plates sandwiching the Styrofoam used as insulator. Six electrical suction fans (7-
inch-diameter, 220 VAC, total of 300 W) are installed on both doors. When all fans are tumed
on, it can pull the air to the dryer with velocity from 0.26-0.5 m/sec. The wall opposite to the
doors is made of rough steel mesh lined with a clear plastic sheet so that solar radiation can
penetrate to the dryer from the West direction. Several holes are made on the plastic sheet to
allow air from outside to flow into the dryer. When the ambient temperature is 32°C, the dryer
is empty and the fans are turned off, maximum temperature achievable in the dryer reaches

45°¢C.



Resuilts from drying the rubber sheets in the pre-dryer constructed show that average
maximum temperature achievable is 32°C which is quite low. This is because when the pre-
dryer is fully loaded with 1,300 sheets of the raw rubber, the air inside is extremely moist and
the temperature is lower than the ambient temperature. Ventilation of the moisture by the
twrbine ventilators and suction fans as well as insulation to reduce heat loss helps reducing the
relative humidity in the pre-dryer to about 30-48%. The moisture content of the rubber sheets
is reduced by about 20% as planned.

Pre-drying the rubber sheets resulis in energy saving of 0.3-0.4 kg of fuel wood per kg
of RSS, or 31-39%. This is equivalent to 0.24-0.32 Bahts per sheet of RSS or 312416 Bahts for
the entire smoking room of RSS. Payback period for a single cooperative is 2 years 8 months to
3 years 8 months. In general, the cooperative takes 4 days for each batch of RSS smoking
under no pre-drying process condition. When pre-drying is applied, the smoking time is
reduced to 2.5-3 days. Quality of the produced RSS falls in grades 1-3, and no mould and air
bubbles are developed con the rubber sheets.





