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Abstract: In this study, the effect of superheated steam (SHS) treatment on the changes of the chemical
composition and biological properties of two tropical hardwoods was investigated. SHS was carried
out on light red meranti (Shorea spp.) and kedondong (Canarium spp.) wood with dimensions of 410 ×
25× 25 mm, using superheated steam as the heating medium. Wood samples were heat-treated at nine
treatment levels, ranging from 172 to 228 ◦C and 95 to 265 min, respectively. The chemical constituents
and resistance against white rot fungus (Pycnoporus sanguineus) and subterranean termite (Coptotermus
curvignathus) of the treated wood were evaluated. A significant reduction in holocellulose content
and increment in lignin was observed after SHS treatment. Consequently, the resistance against
white rot fungus and termites improved. The biological durability improved with an increasing
treatment temperature and time. A regression analysis revealed that the reduced equilibrium moisture
content imparted superior biological resistance to the treated wood. Weight loss caused by the
thermal degradation also served as a good indicator for fungal decay, as the loss of weight was
directly proportional to the improvement in fungal resistance. However, this did not apply to termite
resistance, as a very weak relationship was found between the two variables.

Keywords: superheated steam treatment; chemical constituents; Pycnoporus sanguineus; Coptotermes
curvignathus; mass loss

1. Introduction

Sufficient water within cell walls or wet wood and the contact of the wood with soil provides a
favorable condition for fungi and termites in degrading wood in use [1]. As a result of the degradation
caused by these wood destroying organisms, millions of USD are spent each year to replace the
decayed wood products. This results in economic losses, with far-reaching impact on the increasing
demand for timber. Termites have long been known to cause serious structural damages to buildings.
An estimation of 40 billion USD economic loss is reported worldwide annually as a result of termite
attacks on building structures [2]. It is estimated that, in the year of 2010, the economic losses caused
by subterranean termites was approximately 32 billion USD for preventive measures and damage
repairs [3]. According to Ngee et al. [4], the total cost spent in Malaysia for termite prevention control

Sustainability 2020, 12, 4431; doi:10.3390/su12114431 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6369-9902
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9381-6767
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12114431
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/11/4431?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2020, 12, 4431 2 of 15

is about 10 to 12 million USD annually and a high percentage of this loss is incurred by consumers.
Surprisingly, the total of the repair costs is estimated to be 3 to 4 times higher than the cost for termite
control [4]. On the other hand, fungi were found to be detrimental to building structures, as decayed
wood exhibits serious mass and strength loss [5]. Morrell [6] estimates that 10% of the lumber harvested
every year is used to replace timber decayed by fungi. It has been reported that the financial losses in
the USA alone due to wood decay are amounted to around 300 million USD annually, not including
the cost of protective measures.

Shorea spp., or light red meranti, is a light tropical hardwood that can be easily found in the
Malaysian forest, along with kedondong (Canarium spp.). Both species are favored by the timber-based
industries in Malaysia for sawn timber and plywood production. The timbers of both species are very
popular as general utility timbers. Large-scale plantation forests of Shorea smithiana—a member of
the light red meranti group of timbers—have been established, owing to its versatility in wood-based
industries [7]. Meanwhile, Canarium spp. is also well-distributed in tropical and sub-tropical forests
around the world, from Nigeria to Australia and Pacific tropical islands, where around 100 species
of Canarium spp. were recorded [8]. Nevertheless, upon exposure to the weather or contact with
the ground, both species are classified as non-durable. The standard graveyard tests revealed that
untreated kedondong wood has an average service life of 1.2 years, while light red meranti has less
than 2 years [9]. Meanwhile, balau (Shorea maxwelliana) was reported to have a service life of 15.8 years,
making it one of the most durable timbers tested in Peninsular Malaysia [9]. In addition, both light red
meranti and kedondong wood are very susceptible to the attack of drywood termites. Therefore, both
woods must be treated to attain an acceptable level of biological durability. However, both species
have very low treatability and are resistant to preservative impregnation treatment, hindering the
efforts to improve their biological resistance.

The application of toxic chemicals for wood protection, constrained by the poor resistance of
tropical hardwoods towards fungal and termite attacks, have attracted considerable attention to those
who are keen advocates of environmental conservation [10]. Therefore, this opens the possibility
of utilizing non-toxic methods in the treatment of wood. Thermal treatment is one green treatment
that focuses on the conversion of wood from its inherent hydrophilic nature to hydrophobic via the
degradation of the hydroxyl group by high temperatures [11]. The reduction in equilibrium moisture
content (EMC) and improvement in dimensional stability resulting from thermal treatment is common
for thermally-treated wood [12,13]. Constrained by the low treatability of light red meranti and
kedondong wood, thermal treatment is undoubtedly a better treatment method designated for the
mentioned tropical hardwood.

Treatment using heat at temperatures over 150 ◦C is a promising method to improve the biological
durability of wood materials [14]. Chaouch et al. [15] heat treated beech, poplar, ash, pine, and silver fir
wood under nitrogen conditions and reported that the mass loss caused by brown rot fungus decreased
progressively. Radiata pine was thermally modified with linseed oil, and its decay resistance against
brown rot fungus was improved [16]. On the other hand, Norway spruce, silver fir, European ash, and
European beech were heat-treated by Gao et al. [17] and the results revealed significant improvement in
the resistance against both white rot and brown rot fungi observed at treatment temperatures between
200–220 ◦C. In addition, the effects of heat treatment are species dependent, as softwoods displayed
inferior decay resistance compared to that of the hardwoods [18].

In terms of termite resistance, contradictory results are often narrated by a number of researchers.
A considerable enhancement against termite attacks was observed in thermally-modified Southern
silky oak [19]. Similar findings were also published by Lyon et al. [20] and Manola and Garcia [21]
in oil heat-treated beech and bamboo. Nevertheless, severe attacks in heat-treated wood by termites
compared to untreated wood were disclosed by some studies [22–24]. Apart from termite resistance,
thermal treatment was also found to confer better mold resistance to the wood [25]. Ahmed et al. [26]
thermally-modified Scots pine sapwood under saturated steam conditions and reported that the treated
wood exhibited significant improvement in durability against mold. Superheat steam (SHS) treatment
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has also been employed to reduce the hygroscopicity of wood [27]. The advantages of SHS over other
treatments is that it is processed in an air-free environment that enhances the quality of the product,
improves energy efficiency, produces higher drying rates, and reduces the impact on the environment
when the condensate is reused [28]. Although SHS requires a longer treatment time compared to steam
explosion and high-pressure steam treatment, the process can be considered safe because it has a low
risk of fire [29]. In addition, SHS treatment is a cost-effective method for large-scale purposes [30].

Although thermal treatment studies on temperate wood species have been extensively reported,
there are relatively scarce reports or literature on the influence of thermal treatment on the biological
durability of tropical hardwood. The aims of this study were to determine the effectiveness of
superheated steam treatment on the improvement of resistance against white rot fungus (Pycnoporus
sanguineus) and termites (Coptotermus curvignathus) for both of the wood species examined in the
present study. Light red meranti (LRM) and kedondong (KDD) were selected as the treated materials,
as both species are low density hardwoods that are non-durable against fungal decay and termite
attacks. In addition, the woods are dimensionally unstable and difficult to be treated with preservatives.
Resin and tyloses exist in the wood of this species, making them highly resistant to preservative
treatment, since they block the penetration of solution into the wood. Thus, the SHS treatment could
be a potential thermal treatment to enhance the biological and physical properties of these woods.
It is hoped that, with improved durability and physical properties, these two species could help in
ensuring the sustainability of wood-based industries, where the supply of quality tropical hardwood
timber is running low.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Raw Material Preparation

The material used in this study were light red meranti (Shorea spp.) and kedondong (Canarium
spp.) wood extracted from a matured tree felled in a local natural forest. The logs were processed at a
local sawmill located in Dengkil, Selangor. Only the bottom parts of 4 m length were selected and they
were flat sawn into 5 cm thick samples. This was to reduce the density variations along the stem of
the woods. The samples were air-dried to approximately 12%–15% moisture content. After drying,
end-matched samples that were free from defects were cut into the nominal dimension of 410 mm long
× 25 mm wide × 25 mm thick. Then, the samples were conditioned at a temperature of 20 ± 2 ◦C and a
humidity of 65 ± 2% until a constant weight was achieved. At this condition, the equilibrium moisture
content (EMC) of the woods was approximately 12% moisture content (MC). The samples were ranked
according to density and were numbered from highest to lowest density. They were then divided into
10 groups (nine groups for treated groups and one group for the untreated group), where each group
should have consisted of an equal number of samples with the same density range to minimize error.
Each of the treatment combination groups consisted of five replicates.

2.2. Optimizing of SHS Treatment Variables

The heat treatment of wood is commonly carried using temperatures ranging between 160 ◦C and
260 ◦C, with most studies using temperatures below 220 ◦C. For instance, in their study on oil heat
treatment with rubberwood, Umar et al. [31] employed temperatures in the range of 172 to 228 ◦C and
times of 95 to 265 min, respectively. Therefore, these treatment temperatures and times were used
as the benchmark for the treatment parameters. These parameters were specifically designed using
Design Expert Software version 9 (State Ease, 2014) to obtain the independent treatment variables.
Central composite design (CCD) was chosen in this study to investigate the combined effect of these
two independent variables. Heat treatment was designed according to 9 runs/treatment of CCD, with
the temperature ranging from 172 to 228 ◦C and the duration time ranging from 95 to 265 min (Table 1),
using the response surface methodology (RSM) approach. Table 1 shows the experimental conditions
of the superheated steam treatment used in this study.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4431 4 of 15

Table 1. Experimental conditions of superheated steam treatment.

Treatment Temperature (◦C) Time (min)

T1 172 180
T2 180 120
T3 180 240
T4 200 95
T5 200 180
T6 200 265
T7 220 120
T8 220 240
T9 228 180

The SHS treatment was conducted in the laboratory of the Biomass Technology Centre at the
Faculty of Biotechnology and Biomolecular Sciences, Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM). The wood
specimens were treated using a laboratory-scale SHS oven (QF-5200C, Naomoto Corporation, Osaka,
Japan) at the designated treatment temperature and duration time, as listed in Table 1. First, the
SHS oven was preheated until the desired treatment temperature was achieved and stable, before the
samples were placed into the oven. The SHS oven consisted of two separate parts—i.e., a stainless-steel
heating oven and a boiler. The boiler operated at the power of 6.3 kW, with a steam pressure of 0.1 MPa.
The steam was produced from the boiler at 100 ◦C, and this steam was further heated by a heater that
converted it into transparent gas known as a SHS. This SHS was injected into the samples placed in
the heating oven. An electric heater, rated at 5.5 kW, was installed in the heating oven to maintain
the steam temperature under superheated conditions. Steam was used to prevent the samples from
undesired oxidation. The schematic view of the SHS oven treatment is illustrated in Figure 1.
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2.3. Determination of Weight Loss and Equilibrium Moisture (EMC) after SHS Treatment

The weight loss and equilibrium moisture (EMC) of the wood samples, after being treated with
SHS, were conducted according to Rasdianah et al. [27]. The wood samples were conditioned after
SHS treatment until constant weights were attained. The weights of the samples were then weighed
and recorded. The weight loss due to SHS treatment, expressed in percentage, was calculated based
on the difference in weight of the wood samples before and after treatment. For EMC determination,
blocks with dimensions of 25 mm × 25 mm × 25 mm were used. The wood blocks were dried in an
oven set at 103 ± 2 ◦C until constant weights were achieved. The weight of the oven-dried samples
were then recorded. Next, the wood blocks were placed into a desiccator at an ambient temperature.
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A petri dish filled with water was put into the desiccator to create a relative humidity of 98 ± 2%.
The weights of the conditioned wood blocks were reweighed until they reached a constant weight.
The EMC of the wood blocks was determined as follows:

EMC (%) = 100 (W2−W1)/W1

where W1 is the oven-dried (OD) weight of the samples (g) and W2 is the constant weight of the
samples after reconditioning (g). Five replicates were tested for every treatment level.

2.4. Evaluation of Chemical Properties

After conditioning, small splints (1 to 2 cm long) were taken from each treated and untreated
sample to evaluate the chemical properties. The splints were ground using a Wiley mill to produce
particles. The particles were then screened using a 40 to 60 mesh (0.4 to 0.6 mm) sieve according to
the Technical Association of the Pulp and Paper Industry (TAPPI ) standard method T 257 cm-02 [32]
to obtain homogeneous particle sizes. These particles were then used for wet chemical analysis.
The determination of extractives, holocellulose, alpha-cellulose, and lignin contents of the samples
were determined following the protocol specified in TAPPI standards and Wise’s method—namely,
T204 cm-97 [33], Wise’s sodium chlorite method, T212 om-93 [34], and T222 om-02 [35], respectively.
The hemicelluloses were determined by subtracting the alpha-cellulose from the holocellulose contents.
All percentages of chemical constituents for the superheated steam-treated and control samples were
analyzed in triplicate.

2.5. Evaluation of Biological Properties

2.5.1. Decay Resistance

For decay resistance, the superheated steam-treated and control samples were assessed according
to ASTM standard D1413-76 [36], using white rot fungus (Pycnoporus sanguineus). White rot fungi
are the only microorganisms known to efficiently degrade all the components of wood, including
lignin [37]. The Malaysian Timber Council uses white rot fungi as a guide to measure the durability of
Malaysian timbers, as hardwoods are generally more susceptible to white rot than brown rot fungi [38].
In this study, P. sanguineus was selected as a test fungus because it is a common basidiomycete that is
easily found in tropical countries. It causes considerable damage, even among supposedly durable
timber [39]. P. sanguineus was collected from an infested pine stand from a pine plantation in the
Institute of Bioscience, Universiti Putra Malaysia, and was cultured in the Wood Deterioration and
Treatment Laboratory at the Faculty of Forestry, Universiti Putra Malaysia. For each group, five
replicates of test blocks (25 mm long × 25 mm wide × 10 mm thick) of untreated and treated wood
were prepared. Each culture bottle was filled with 150 g sieved soil and 70 mL distilled water. For
fungus inoculation, feeder strips of rubberwood (35 mm long × 28 mm wide × 3 mm thick) were
placed on top of the soil in each culture bottle. Then, the bottles were steam-sterilized at 121 ◦C for 30
min and were cooled at room temperature. After cooling, P. sanguineus was placed at the corner of the
feeder strip and the bottles were incubated at a temperature between 25 to 27 ◦C for approximately
3 weeks. When the feeder strips were covered by mycelium, the test blocks were placed on top of
the mycelium-covered feeder strips. The bottles containing the test blocks were incubated for 12
weeks. At the end of the incubation period, the test blocks were taken out from the bottles and all
the mycelium on the test block surfaces were removed. The test blocks were then oven- dried until
constant weights were attained. Each block was weighed and the percentage of weight loss for the test
block was calculated using Equation (1):

WL (%) = 100
(

Wi−W f
Wi

)
(1)
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where Wi is the initial weight of the test block before exposure to fungi (g), and Wf is the final weight
of the test block after exposure to fungi (g).

2.5.2. Termite Resistance

Termite resistance tests were conducted in accordance with ASTM D 3345-08 [40]. Test blocks of
25 mm long × 25 mm wide × 7 mm thick were prepared from the treated and untreated wood samples.
Subterranean termite, Coptotermus curvignathus, were collected from an infested pine plantation located
near the Institute of Bioscience, Universiti Putra Malaysia. The subterranean termites (C. curvignathus)
were used in this test because the Coptotermes species is the most destructive and most responsible
for the great economic loss caused by the total infestation of buildings and wooden structures in
Malaysia [39]. Pine wood blocks were used as bait to trap the termites, and the trapped termites were
then separated from the debris. The culture bottles were filled with 200 g of sterilized sand, and 30 mL
distilled water were added before the test blocks were put into the bottles. Approximately 1 ± 0.05 g of
C. curvignathus, consisting of 90% workers and 10% soldiers, were weighed and introduced into each
bottle. The cultured bottles were then covered with black plastic and left at room temperature for 4
weeks. After 4 weeks, the test blocks were removed from the cultured bottles and oven-dried in an
oven until a constant weight was attained. Each test block was examined based on the weight loss
percentage, using Equation (2).

WL (%) = 100
(

Wi−W f
Wi

)
(2)

where Wi is the initial weight of the test block before exposure to termites (g) and Wf is the weight of
the test block after exposure to termites (g).

2.6. Statistical Analysis

The data were analyzed using analysis of variance (ANOVA) to assess the effects of treatment
on the chemical and biological properties of treated wood. Duncan’s multiple range test, at p ≤
0.05, was employed to further determine the significant level between average values for every
treatment variable.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Weight Loss and EMC after SHS Treatment

The weight loss and EMC data were adapted from our previous paper [27]. The weight loss
as a result of SHS treatment for both LRM and KDD is listed in Table 2. The weight loss after SHS
treatment ranged from 7.76% to 11.48% for LRM. On the other hand, the weight losses ranging from
8.19% to 18.55% were recorded for KDD after being subjected to SHS treatment. Weight loss was found
to increase along with the increase of treatment severity. The weight loss of wood as a result of heat
treatment is a vital indicator to determine the quality of the treatment employed [41]. The EMC of the
treated and untreated wood samples are also listed in Table 2. The EMC of the wood decreased along
with the increasing treatment severity.
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Table 2. Weight loss and equilibrium moisture content (EMC) of untreated and treated light red meranti
(LRM) and kedondong (KDD).

Treatment
Weight Loss (%) EMC (%)

LRM KDD LRM KDD

Untreated - - 12.81 a 11.66 a

T1 8.18 d 8.19 d 8.05 b 6.81 c

T2 8.07 d 9.30 d 7.87 b 8.26 b

T3 8.71 cd 10.37 d 7.56 c 7.80 b

T4 8.06 d 9.58 d 7.43 bcd 6.70 c

T5 7.76 d 12.67 c 6.97b c 6.57 c

T6 9.41 bc 12.88 bc 6.80 d 6.34 c

T7 10.09 b 15.05 b 5.77 c 5.53 d

T8 11.47 a 17.28 a 5.51 e 4.77 d

T9 11.48 a 18.55 b 4.65 f 4.98 d

Note: Means followed by the same letters a,b,c,d,e within the same properties column are not significantly different at
p ≤ 0.05. Source: Adapted from previous study [27].

3.2. Wet chemical Analysis

Table 3 presents the changes of the chemical composition of light red meranti and kedondong
specimens after SHS treatment at different treatment parameters. The cellulose and hemicellulose of the
untreated light red meranti (LRM) were 42.51% and 32.11%, respectively, while untreated kedondong
(KDD) were 44.33% and 32.09%, respectively.

Table 3. Mean chemical composition of light red meranti and kedondong after SHS treatment.

Treatment
Chemical Composition (%)

Holo-Cellulose Alpha Cellulose Hemi-Cellulose Lignin

Light red meranti
Untreated 74.62 ± 0.28 c 42.51 ± 0.87 d 32.11 ± 1.06 a 23.05 ± 1.11 a

T1 73.53 ± 1.12 c 41.62 ± 1.64 cd 31.91 ± 2.19 a 23.71 ± 1.81 a

T2 72.87 ± 1.01 c 41.21 ± 0.96 cd 31.66 ± 0.16 a 25.25 ± 1.98 a

T3 67.01 ± 2.41 b 40.14 ± 1.15 bcd 26.87 ± 1.26 a 31.15 ± 1.03 b

T4 65.86 ± 2.50 ab 39.24 ± 1.34 abcd 26.62 ± 3.38 a 31.20 ± 1.17 b

T5 65.93 ± 1.28 ab 38.43 ± 0.77 abc 27.50 ± 2.04 a 32.27 ± 1.34 bc

T6 66.15 ± 3.07 ab 36.94 ± 2.46 ab 29.21 ± 4.85 a 30.44 ± 2.35 b

T7 65.02 ± 5.15 ab 36.41 ± 3.52 a 28.61 ± 8.02 a 31.05 ± 1.02 b

T8 62.27 ± 3.91 ab 35.76 ± 2.02 a 26.51 ± 2.91 a 34.24 ± 1.05 c

T9 61.91 ± 1.26 a 36.58 ± 2.07 a 25.33 ± 1.31 a 34.44 ± 1.86 c

Kedondong
Untreated 76.42 ± 2.18 d 44.33 ± 2.0 d 32.09 ± 0.36 e 21.94 ± 1.96 a

T1 71.89 ± 1.73 c 43.21 ± 1.3 cd 28.68 ± 0.7 de 27.98 ± 1.88 b

T2 70.40 ± 3.99 bc 42.71 ± 2.16 bcd 27.69 ± 2.87 cd 27.68 ± 1.97 b

T3 66.03 ± 1.78 ab 41.86 ± 1.97 abcd 24.17 ± 2.1 abc 30.88 ± 1.98 bc

T4 65.91 ± 2.30 ab 40.92 ± 2.83 abcd 24.99 ± 0.98 abcd 30.66 ± 2.02 bc

T5 62.43 ± 2.55 a 39.31 ± 2.52 abc 23.12 ± 1.98 ab 33.41 ± 1.56 c

T6 61.24 ± 1.15 a 39.63 ± 1.11 abc 21.61 ± 2.22 a 33.53 ± 2.48 c

T7 64.48 ± 2.53 a 38.91 ± 0.79 ab 25.57 ± 1.77 abcd 30.93 ± 1.82 bc

T8 64.33 ± 2.94 a 38.45 ± 3.56 a 25.88 ± 4.34 bcd 30.91 ± 3.17 bc

T9 63.29 ± 2.87 a 37.73 ± 1.82 a 25.56 ± 1.89 abcd 32.10 ± 0.96 c

Note: Means followed by the same letters a,b,c,d,e are not significantly different at p ≤ 0.05.

It can be observed from Table 3 that both polysaccharides decreased after superheat steam (SHS)
treatment, and the decrement increased along with the increasing treatment severity. The decrement of
hemicellulose content was found to be higher than cellulose content after SHS treatment. The highest
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reduction of hemicellulose content for LRM was recorded when the samples were exposed to a
treatment temperature of 228 ◦C for 180 min (T9), which was 25.33%. Meanwhile, for the KDD sample,
the hemicellulose content was highly reduced from 32.09% to 21.61% when the samples were exposed
to 200 ◦C for 265 min (T5). On the other hand, the treatment at 220 ◦C for 240 min (T8) and 228 ◦C
for 180 min (T9) were found to lead to the lowest cellulose contents for SHS-treated LRM and KDD,
respectively. Correspondingly, the lignin content of the treated samples increased due to the reduction
of holocellulose. The lignin content for both specimens increased from 23.71% to 34.44% and 27.68% to
33.53%, respectively, for LRM and KDD.

Hemicellulose was the most sensitive component and degraded faster during SHS treatment [42,43].
The degradation of hemicellulose was due to the amorphous structure and the lower molecular weights
compared to cellulose. In comparison to hemicellulose, cellulose is less affected by SHS treatment,
owing to its crystal structure that offers great stability to the cellulose chains. This structure protects
them against acid attack during hydrolysis and the accessibility of the glucosidic bonds is very
limited [44]. Zaman et al. [42] stated in their research that the lignin content increased gradually,
with a simultaneous decrease in hemicellulose and cellulose during heat treatment. Tjeerdsma et
al. [45] and Kishimoto et al. [46] reported that the condensation reactions of lignin may result in higher
lignin content.

3.3. Fungal Decay

The visual appearance for the treated and untreated samples of LRM and KDG after 12-weeks
exposure to white rot fungi (P. sanguineus) is shown in Figure 2. From the observation, both species
exhibited a similar decay pattern, where the untreated specimen were severely attacked by the P.
sanguineus. The fungus colonized the untreated sample (UNT) and the whole specimen was fully
covered by the mycelium. For the SHS-treated samples, less mycelium was seen covering the samples.
For those samples that were treated at the highest temperature (T9), only a little spot of mycelium was
observed on the surface of the sample.
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Figure 2. Visual appearance of SHS-treated and untreated light red meranti (A—upper row) and
kedondong (B—lower row) samples after exposure to P. sanguineus at different temperatures and times;
UNT = Untreated, T1 = 172 ◦C, 180 min, T3 = 180 ◦C, 240 min, T5 = 200 ◦C, 180 min, T8 = 220 ◦C, 240
min, T9 = 228 ◦C, 180 min.

Table 4 exhibits the mean values of mass loss (MLdecay) for treated and untreated LRM and KDD
due to the decay by P. sanguineus. The experimental results showed that the MLdecay value ranges for
treated LRM and KDD were from 1.11% to 15.99% and 1.60% to 10.55%, respectively. Meanwhile, the
untreated samples showed a respective MLdecay of 18.41% and 14.81% for LRM and KDD. A significant
improvement in decay resistance was observed even when treated at the treatment condition with the
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lowest severity. The highest percentages of MLdecay in the SHS-treated LRM and KDD were recorded
at approximately 15.99% and 10.55%, respectively, when both of the samples were subjected to 172 ◦C
for 180 min (T1). Meanwhile, the lowest percentages of MLdecay were 1.11% and 1.60%, when both of
the samples were exposed to 228 ◦C and 180 min (T9).

Table 4. Mean mass loss of untreated and SHS-treated LRM and KDD samples treated at different
treatment conditions as a result of fungal decay.

Treatment
Mass Loss (%) of Fungal Decay

Light Red Meranti Kedondong

Untreated 18.14 ± 2.39 f 14.81 ± 1.55 e

T1 15.99 ± 0.25 ef 10.55 ± 0.33 d

T2 13.80 ± 0.78 e 8.72 ± 1.43 c

T3 10.10 ± 3.71 d 7.61 ± 0.36 bc

T4 9.55 ± 0.78 d 8.24 ± 1.16 c

T5 6.30 ± 0.62 c 7.04 ± 0.07 bc

T6 4.54 ± 0.37 bc 6.35 ± 1.29 b

T7 3.29 ± 0.27 ab 5.91 ± 1.07 b

T8 1.69 ± 0.25 a 2.61 ± 0.43 a

T9 1.11 ± 0.03 a 1.60 ± 0.33 a

* values after± is standard deviation, means followed by the same letter do not differ significantly at the p ≤ 0.05 level.

According to the ANOVA result in Table 4, the temperature and time of treatment had a significant
effect on the reduction of mass for both SHS-treated samples. The reduction of mass loss was highly
significant when the temperature was above 200 ◦C (T7, T8, and T9). The reasons for the improvement of
the treated wood against the fungal attack were mainly due to the amorphous structure of hemicellulose
being degraded as a result of heat treatment, therefore, changing the wood’s nature from hydrophilic
to hydrophobic. As wood becomes more hydrophobic, consequently, treated wood has a lower fiber
saturation point compared to untreated wood due to the decrease of the equilibrium moisture content
(EMC), which prevents fungi growth by itself, and, thus, results in a better resistance against biological
degradation [47].

The reduction of hemicellulose could also explain the significant improvement of decay resistance
against P. sanguineus. As an effect of the formation degradation of hemicellulose content and other
organic compounds, such as sugar and starch, during the heat treatment process, the nutrition source
for fungus was eliminated from wood. In addition, the toxic substance generated during SHS treatment
may possibly protect the wood from fungal decay and acetic acid that increased the acidity of wood,
limiting the colonization of fungus [14,19]. Apart from that, the higher acidity of wood led by the
formation of acetic acid and formic acid during thermal decomposition could also inhibit the growth
of fungus [48].

3.4. Termite Attack

Figure 3 illustrates the visual appearance of the treated and untreated samples after 4-weeks
exposure to C. curvignathus for both species. From the visual assessment, all SHS-treated and untreated
specimens were attacked by termites. However, the untreated specimen displayed worse termite
attacks than the treated specimens.
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kedondong (B—lower row) samples after exposure to C. curvignathus at different temperatures and
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240 min, T9 = 228 ◦C, 180 min.

Table 5 depicts the mean values of the mass loss (MLtermites) of the specimens due to the C.
curvignathus attack. From the experimental results, inconsistent results were observed in the MLtermites

of SHS-treated and untreated LRM and KDD samples. As shown, the untreated specimen for both
samples was most attacked by termites with the maximum MLtermites values of 43.98% and 59.91%,
respectively, compared to the treated specimens. The higher MLtermites for SHS-treated LRM was
recorded at a treatment condition of 220 ◦C for 120 min (T7) and for KDD, at 172 ◦C for 180 min
(T1). Meanwhile, the minimum MLtermites for LRM and KDD were observed when the samples were
subjected to 180 ◦C for 120 min (T2) and 200 ◦C for 265 min (T6), which accounted for 17.82% and
13.53%, respectively. Unsal et al. [49] reported that thermally compressed Scotch pine solid panels
revealed better termite resistance compared to that of the control panel. However, the degradation
pattern was inconsistent as pressing temperatures did not exert significant influence on the mass loss
by termites.

Table 5. Mean mass loss for termite attacks of SHS-treated LRM and KDD samples in different
treatment conditions.

Treatment
Mass Loss (%) of Termite Resistance

Light Red Meranti Kedondong

Untreated 43.98 ± 12.51 b 59.91 ± 7.74 c

T1 21.76 ± 9.08 a 35.79 ± 18.58 b

T2 17.82 ± 11.06 a 21.39 ± 12.66 a

T3 29.06 ± 13.25 ab 23.35 ± 9.20 ab

T4 28.90 ± 15.76 ab 22.98 ± 12.45 ab

T5 26.64 ± 7.89 a 23.77 ± 6.40 ab

T6 22.97 ± 7.24 a 13.53 ± 3.45 a

T7 32.94 ± 17.84 ab 14.99 ± 3.72 a

T8 32.29 ± 14.60 ab 17.27 ± 2.49 a

T9 30.33 ± 3.01 ab 16.39 ± 5.66 a

* values after± is standard deviation, means followed by the same letter do not differ significantly at the p ≤ 0.05 level.

3.5. Correlation between Weight Loss and Equilibrium Moisture Content of Wood Speciemens

Figure 4 illustrates the relationship between weight loss (WL) after the SHS treatment and
equilibrium moisture content (EMC) for both LRM and KDD. A strong relationship was observed
between WL and EMC for both LRM and KDD (R2 = 0.7427 and 0.7359, respectively). From Figure 4,
one can see that as the WL increased, the EMC of the treated wood decreased. The weight loss of the
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heat-treated wood was mainly attributed to the degradation of wood polymers—particularly, the most
thermally labile hemicellulose [50]. As a result, the hygroscopicity of the wood was reduced after
SHS treatment. Several studies have shown that the key reason for the improvement in fungal decay
resistance is the resulted hydrophobic character of the heat-treated wood [47,51]. The main function of
moisture in wood is to facilitate the transportation of diffusible agents from fungi into the wood cell
wall [52]. By excluding or reducing the moisture from wood through thermal treatment, the ingress of
fungi into the cell wall was obstructed.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 17 
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Figure 4. Correlation between weight loss after SHS treatment and equilibrium moisture content of
superheated steam-treated light red meranti (LRM) and kedondong (KDD) wood.

3.6. Correlation between Thermal-Induced Weight Loss of Wood Speciemens and Mass Loss

The weight loss (WL) of the wood samples, caused by thermal treatment, could be a good indicator
for predicting the mass loss caused by fungus and termites. A previous study by Rasdianah et al. [27]
revealed that the weight loss of superheated steam-treated LRM and KDD wood ranged from 8.18% to
11.48% and 8.19% to 18.55%, respectively. The relationship between WL after SHS treatment, with
MLdecay and MLtermites, are shown in Figure 5.

The WL was well correlated to the MLdecay caused by fungal decay, as strong relationships
were observed between WL and MLdecay for both the LRM and KDD wood (R2 = 0.7903 and 0.8902,
respectively). On the contrary, poor relationships between WL and MLtermites were observed for both
LRM and KDD wood. A previous study by Hakkou et al. [53] revealed that the decay durability of
wood against Coriolus versicolor is strongly correlated to the weight loss induced by thermal degradation.
The more mass loss in the heating process, the more durable the heat-treated wood than the untreated
wood. Similarly, Rowell et al. [54] found that the higher the WL due to thermal treatment, the higher
the decay resistance of the wood. Nevertheless, conflicting results on the effectiveness of thermal
treatment on the termite resistance of wood has been reported by several studies. In a review done by
Lee et al. [11], the authors stated that contradictory results are often observed in heat-treated wood
samples against termite attacks. A negative consequence after SHS treatment is that the treated wood
becomes more brittle as the treatment time increases [55,56], has a tendency to crack [54], and can easily
be eaten by termites because of the degradation of the lignocellulose compound [24]. The possible
reason for the higher reduction of mass loss by SHS-treated samples against termite attacks was from
the chemical modification that changed the termiticide chemical in wood (taxifolin) into an attractive
compound for termites during SHS treatment [57,58].
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Figure 5. Correlation between weight loss caused by heat treatment with (A) fungal decay and (B)
termite attack of superheated steam-treated light red meranti (LRM) and kedondong (KDD) wood.

4. Conclusions

The chemical composition of light red meranti and kedondong wood was significantly altered
after being subjected to superheated steam treatment. Hemicelluloses, cellulose, and lignin of both
woods were significantly reduced by the treatment when treated at temperatures higher than 200 ◦C.
Between the two variables, the treatment temperature was more significant than time in affecting
the chemical constituents. As a result, a significant improvement in the resistance of LRM and KDG
against P. sanguineus was attained. The treatment at 228 ◦C for 180 min (T9) imparted the highest
resistance against fungal decay to both LRM and KDG wood. The SHS-treated wood also showed an
increment in resistance against C. curvignathus. However, an inconsistent pattern was observed, as the
highest treatment temperature and longest treatment time did not necessarily endow the treated wood
with the highest resistance against termites.
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