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1. Overview 
 
Natural rubber is an elastic material obtained from the latex sap of the Hevea brasiliensis tree. 
Through the process of vulcanization, natural rubber can be formed into finished products, or 
can be combined with other synthetic and natural materials to create a variety of compounds 
used across multiple industries.    
 
Natural rubber is widely used in the outdoor industry within footwear bottoming materials (i.e. 
outsoles, midsoles, footbeds, mudguards) and outdoor equipment (yoga mats, sleeping pads, 
bicycle tires, wet suits, balls, water bottle seals, ski/snowboard equipment, ground contact 
padding for packs/bags, etc. Depending on the end use, natural rubber may be a necessary 
ingredient in these products, as no synthetic compounds on the market offer equivalent 
performance attribute such as durability and resistance to cutting, chipping and tearing.  
 
Natural rubber is often assumed to be a sustainable alternative to synthetic rubbers (derived 
from petroleum) since it is harvested from a tree and not reliant on fossil fuels. However, like the 
sustainability issues surrounding palm oil sourcing, conventional natural rubber sourcing can 
have a range of environmental and social risks. These risks include impacts on land use (e.g., 
deforestation), biodiversity (e.g., due to habitat loss), climate (e.g., release of greenhouse gas 
emissions due to deforestation), and consequences for nearby communities (e.g., social conflict 
over land rights & labor issues). On the other hand, when done responsibly, natural rubber 
production can reduce carbon dioxide emissions and biodiversity loss from deforestation, 
increase carbon sequestration, and provide more sustainable livelihoods for smallholder 

farmers.1  
While the leading buyers of natural rubber (e.g., tire manufacturers) are aligning around 
collective commitments as a result of NGO pressure, the outdoor industry begins to proactively 
look at how we can help raise awareness and leverage existing efforts to source natural rubber 
that is both traceable and sustainable. 
 
 
 
 
(Continued on next page) 
 
 

                                                           
1 https://www.worldwildlife.org/projects/transforming-the-global-rubber-market 
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2. Background/Context  
 

As of 2016, natural rubber was being grown on 11 million hectares of tropical land and is set to 

expand to a much larger land area.2 90% of the world’s natural rubber is grown in Asia where 

forests are often clear cut to make room for growing rubber trees. When this occurs, old growth, 

highly biodiverse and high carbon stock density ecosystems are replaced with sparse 

monocultures, putting forests in this region among the most threatened forests in the world. 3 In 

Southeast Asia alone, rubber is the most rapidly expanding tree crop, already covering 71% of 

the land area under palm oil production. Continued strong growth of rubber production will likely 

present an equivalent scale challenge to the natural environment as the much higher profile 

palm oil.4  

Through LCA research conducted by Timberland, it was found that out of all the materials that 

constitute a typical outsole compound (including natural rubber, synthetic rubber, recycled 

rubber, additives and fillers), the natural rubber component either contributes the lowest or by 

far the highest global warming potential. The difference all depended on whether or not the 

sourcing of the natural rubber was associated with deforestation.  

In addition to the environmental risks, a 2013 report from Global Witness documented 

concerning social issues as well. Per the report, land grabs without compensation, violence, 

harassment and forced evictions were regularly reported by local communities, with thousands 

of households deprived of their livelihoods from forest products or subsistence agriculture.5  The 

scale of these social issues is massive. Unlike synthetic rubber, a capital-intensive industry with 

few workers, natural rubber production is a labor- intensive sector, involving millions of farmers, 

of which a large percentage are women. 6 

Most of the growth in natural rubber is attributed to tire manufacturing as approximately 70% of 

the world’s natural rubber is used to make tires. With the number of vehicles projected to double 

by 2050, drastic change is needed.  

While the outdoor industry is not a major user of natural rubber, we hold a unique opportunity to 

help scale solutions by raising awareness amongst consumers, and partnering with tire 

manufacturers, NGOs and rubber producers/processors on the ground in pilot SNR initiatives in 

key producing regions. With our consumer-facing brands and passionate customer bases, we 

can help drive sustainable purchasing of all-natural rubber products.  

 
 
(Continued on next page) 
 

                                                           
2 Summary report for GIZ Programme for Sustainability Governance in Global Supply Chains 

3 https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/living-forests-report-chapter-5-saving-forests-at-risk 

4 Summary report for GIZ Programme for Sustainability Governance in Global Supply Chains 

5 https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/land-deals/rubberbarons/ 

6 Summary report for GIZ Programme for Sustainability Governance in Global Supply Chains 
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3. What OIA and its members are doing 
Since 2007, the OIA Sustainability Working Group has worked proactively and collaboratively to 
implement best practices in the supply chain.  
 
Research & NGO campaigns targeting other industries have highlighted the significant potential 
negative impacts that natural rubber can generate if not approached responsibly. The topic 
arose amongst OIA members in 2016, when Timberland’s LCA research was shared at OIA’s 
annual Sustainability Insight’s Conference.  
 
In the spring of 2017, an informal thought-leader group was formed and has been in contact 
with a number of organizations working in this space to understand the landscape of what is 
currently being done to address this issue and explore the most effective partnership 
opportunities to drive efficient and effective next steps.  These organizations include (but are not 
limited to):  
 

• The Rainforest Alliance (RA) 

• World Wildlife Fund (WWF) 

• Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 
 

Currently, the outdoor industry is proactively working to understand its role on this topic and is 
considering the following approaches: 

1. Traceability: Gain traceability into our own rubber supply chains 

• This is a necessary step for us to make significant progress on the initiatives 

listed below 

• Create an industry aligned questionnaire/request for traceability down the supply 

chain 

• Explore opportunities for OIA to pilot/benefit from technology advances such as 

block chain, Michelin’s Rubberway mobile app, etc.. 

2. Rubber Roundtable/Platform: Lend OIA voice to the sustainable natural rubber 

roundtable/platform development discussion being led by the Tire Industry Project (TIP) 

expected to launch in late 2018.  

3. FSC Certification: Lend individual brand and OIA voice to send industry signal to 

rubber suppliers and government organizations that we want to see growth in FSC 

certified rubber plantations (currently only 0.5% of the global rubber plantation area is 

currently FSC certified.)  

4. Pinnacle Products: Create pinnacle products with FSC certified rubber to elevate 

awareness of the issue and excitement around the solutions. Show that we can use our 

business and consumers can use their purchasing power to create positive 

environmental impacts (drawdown carbon from atmosphere, improved livelihoods and 

working conditions), capitalizing on the fact that outdoor industry brands are much more 

consumer-facing than tire companies.  
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To inform this work, we will leverage existing standards within our industry (e.g., wool, down & 
cotton) and existing tools, methodologies and efforts of other industries (e.g., food, personal 
care & cosmetic) who hold a similar aspiration, purpose, principles and intent. 

We hold a future vision to create a collective “ask” for the global supply chain to deliver natural 

rubber that is grown using sustainable (e.g., ensures forest and other ecosystem protection, 

including protection of High Conservation Values and High Carbon Stocks, upholds human and 

worker rights, enhances rubber quality and yield, etc.) practices. 

OIA and its members are committed to pursuing these objectives in partnership with the diverse 
group of stakeholders who share our desire to adopt global environmental and social best 
practices to benefit the operations and communities in which we conduct our business. 
 
4. Key Resources: 
 
OIA SWG Community: Renewable Raw Materials Discussion Group 
Online space to share information, news, projects and discussion on the range of materials 
considered ‘renewable’ and ongoing industry needs, such as clear definitions, sourcing 
practices & aligned industry demand.   
https://outdoorindustryassociation.force.com/swg/s/group/0F936000000YyYkCAK/renewable-
raw-materials-discussion-group 
 
OIA Renewable Raw Materials Resource Library 
Ongoing list of research, presentations, media, current projects, and other resources around this 
topic, as well as organizations involved. 
https://outdoorindustry.box.com/s/dkdnwzm7trus66qaayzf21dql6x01gm4 
 
OIA Renewable Raw Materials Questionnaire (draft form, ongoing) 
High-level suggestions for questions that brands can ask of their suppliers in order to identify 
the renewable raw materials present in their supply chain and their potential 
implications/opportunities for improvements – access via above Resource Library link.  
 
 
5. Contacts: 
 
For more information about Outdoor Industry Association’s efforts or with questions about any of 
the above, please contact:  
 
Jessie Curry 
Sustainable Business Innovation Manager 
Outdoor Industry Association 
jcurry@outdoorindustry.org 
 

https://outdoorindustryassociation.force.com/swg/s/group/0F936000000YyYkCAK/renewable-raw-materials-discussion-group
https://outdoorindustryassociation.force.com/swg/s/group/0F936000000YyYkCAK/renewable-raw-materials-discussion-group
mailto:nhodgson@outdoorindustry.org

