Pests, Pallets, and International Trade:

What’s the Future?
Until 2 years ago, most pallets for international trade merely needed to be “bark free” with no large insect holes. How things have changed! First, the US implemented new treatments on pallets from China to stop the Asian Longhorned Beetle. China then imposed restrictions on our Pine Wood Nematode. Brazil, Russia, and Finland followed. Each country required different wood treatments designed to protect against specific pests. Some of the paperwork requirements were not even possible!  Satisfying the different requirements has been a logistical nightmare for many shippers. 

The good news is that we are moving to a uniform worldwide pest treatment standard that will relieve the current inconsistencies between countries. These international standards, however, are still a few years away. This article will outline some of the major players in the wood pest debates, where the debates are heading, and what you can do today to reduce hassles with overseas shipping.

The transfer of destructive pests has been a disadvantage of international trade for centuries. The Norway rat, Japanese beetle, gypsy moth, and Dutch Elm disease were all imported to the US through international trade. Pests can travel by many avenues, and one common carrier is Solid Wood Packaging Materials (SWPM), or solid wood pallets, crates, and dunnage. While alternative materials are readily available, according to the most recent survey by Modern Materials Handling and the National Wooden Pallet & Container Association, 91% of pallets purchased domestically in 1999 were solid wood. I would predict that the percentage of wood pallets used for international shipping today is even greater than 91%. 

Therefore, most companies are faced with using SWPM pallets for international trade. Killing these pests is not the big issue. Effective, economical, and some environmentally friendly pest treatments are available. The complaints I hear today are not how to kill pests, but how to meet the Band-Aid regulations and inconsistent enforcement of individual countries. For example, hardwood pallets do not have to be treated for export to China, but one of our clients had yellow-poplar pallets (a medium density hardwood) rejected at a Chinese port because they “looked” like softwoods. Companies can use Methyl Bromide fumigation for softwood pallets exported under load to China, but these same pallets would be rejected by Finland. Palletized product in inventory may not be acceptable for shipping in the future due to a new regulation. 

Some relief from these problems is needed. This could come from the International Plant Protection Convention (IPPC). The IPPC is an international treaty for plant protection under the UN to which 111 governments currently adhere. The IPPC is considering a new International Standard for Phytosanitary Measure (ISPM) for non-manufactured wood packing material. The “wood” ISPM would govern all major countries exchanging goods internationally, and therefore the IPPC’s standard would override other pest control regulations. This ISPM could begin implementation as early as 2002.

How do you cope until standard international regulations are implemented? The easiest solution is to use non-solid wood pallets and crates. Options include composite wood (plywood and OSB), plastics, metal, and paper. In my discussions with various industry shippers, this has been the initial decision to eliminate pest issues, but often is dropped when other performance and cost issues are fleshed out. The longer that the international community takes to implement consistent standards, however, the more companies that will seriously consider alternatives to SWPM pallets.

Don’t use pallets.  Some companies have eliminated pallets for products such as steel drums, or have converted to slipsheets. Without pallets, however, specialized handling equipment is required at all shipping transfers, and many products may experience greater damage rates.

Be ready to modify pallet specifications. You may suddenly need to convert from hardwood to softwood pallets, or softwood to plywood pallets. The strength, stiffness, and durability of designs can be evaluated in minutes using the Pallet Design System (PDS) computer software. You can also evaluate pallets using standardized test methods such as ASTM D1185.

Mark your pallets as hardwood, softwood, etc. to eliminate confusion. Bob Sanders of IBM has drafted a marking system used by the electronics industry. You can get a copy of Sander’s marking procedures at the Electronics Industry Pallet Standard website at http://packaging.hp.com/EIPS/   Click on “Knowledge Base” and “Wood Marking Procedure.”

I think we all agree that the international exchange of damaging pests needs to be reduced. Solid wood pallets and crates can harbor pests, but there are treatments available that are effective, relatively inexpensive, and environmentally friendly. Consistent worldwide standards are needed to reduce the current confusion and inconsistent standards. In the interim, stay informed, be ready to adjust, and know your options. 

