Turning waste into wood

by Melody Brumble, Staff, mbrumble@gannett.com

June 6, 2004 Sunday

Mix sawdust and glue, heat and squash the mixture, and viola, you create particleboard, a staple of the building and furniture industry. Sounds simple, but doing it on a large, eco-friendly scale translates into a $30 million investment for GreenTech Panels, LLC, a new manufacturer near Minden that recycles wooden pallets into fire-retardant and laminated particleboard.  The plant, in its start-up phase, should produce usable products in the next two weeks, said Michael L. McGuire, general manager.

GreenTech started with backing from the New Orleans Firefighters Pension and Relief Fund, private investors, the Louisiana Department of Economic Development and a federal program that provides financial incentives to companies locating at former military bases.

The company is considered a niche manfucturer by industry standards, said Chris Leffel, senior vice president of the Composite Panel Association.The organization represents particleboard, hardboard and fiberboard manufacturers in the United States, Canada and Mexico. "The average capacity of a particleboard plant in North America is 150 (million) to 200 million square feet per year," Leffel said.

And while many composite-panel manufacturers practice recycling by using wood waste from sawmills and wood plants, less than 1 percent of the association members use post-consumer wood waste like GreenTech. "The reason for that is availability," Leffel said. "It's an issue of having the infrastructure to capture that material and deliver it to a site. There is a tremendous amount of these materials out there. How do we divert that from the landfill?"

GreenTech is guaranteed a steady stream of waste wood through a contract with a major supplier. It also is taking pallets from local companies, including General Motors, which sends about 200,000 pounds of wood a month to GreenTech, said Steve Swanson, an employee with Waste Management. "Waste Management has the resource-management contract with General Motors,"

Swanson said. "Before, most odd-sized pallets or pallets that weren't usable would go to the landfill. A lot of pallets in the auto industry are mis-sized and they aren't usable for another industry. This is better. We're getting total re-use for everything."

GreenTech will supply products directly to consumers via retailers like Home Depot and Lowes. It will sell fire-retardant panels used for things like decorative paneling through a network of national distributors. The plant also is postioned to sell moisture-resistant particleboard as a base for laminated flooring, Leffel said. "They've designed the facility for maximum flexibility," Leffel said.

Lab technician Gloria Matthews of Minden is among employees who helped open the company, located in the former Louisiana Army Ammunition Plant.

GreenTech will employ 40 people at full production.

Matthews checks the moisture content and dimensions of particleboard as it rolls off a production line. She's done a little of everything as the plant geared up for production. "If something isn't right, I tell the supervisor and they change the formula, " she said of the quality control checks. "It's a great job. I like it."

Much of the process is automated. Cleaning equipment imported from Italy chips waste wood and removes trash ranging from metal to sand. Every recyclable material is sold for re-use, McGuire said. Machines reduce the clean wood to particles and mix it with resin. The mixture passes through a hot press, which forms a continuous sheet of 5/16-inch to 1/8-inch particleboard. Flame retardant materials or laminate are added to the mixture before it runs through the press, McGuire said.

The board feeds from the press in a ribbon, dipping toward the floor as it moves to an automatic cutter. Particleboard sheets straighten and firm as they cool. “In most particleboard plants, the line goes through on belts because the board is thicker and would break," McGuire said. "We can do it without belts because our board is thinner."

By the Numbers

$30 million: Cost of plant.

75,000: Square footage of plant.

64 million: Annual production capacity in square feet.

35,000: Tons of waste plant will divert from landfills each year.

15,000: Trees plant will save each year.

40: Employees at full production.
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