
Agronomists Report New 
Use For Old Tires 

Discarded rubber tires, may some-
day be put to work to aid crop 
growth. Research underway at Mis-
sissippi State University points to 
this possibility. The research is 
sponsored by the U. S. Rubber Re-
claiming Company of Vicksburg, 
Mississippi, a leading rubber reclaim-
ing company. The problem of what to 
do with discarded rubber waste, old 
tires particularly, has plagued en-
vironmental scientists. 

Drs. Rollin C. Glenn and C. Y. 
Ward of the University's Agricul-
tural Forestry Experiment Station 
have reported a series of experi-
ments in which ground up rubber 
particles were mixed with soil in 
varying percentages. Soybeans, se-
lected because earlier studies showed 
they were sensitive to toxic elements, 
were planted in the rubber and 
earth mixture. The agronomists 
tested the effects of rubber when 
mixed with soil in amounts of one to 
10 percent by weight. Rubber par-
ticles were mixed into the soil in 
December of 1970; the soybeans 
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were seeded the following May. 
If the resulting phenomenon 

proves out in future experiments, it 
may be that old tires will help agri-
culture solve one of its most critical 
problems—how to get crops above 
ground as fast as possible to ensure 
a successful harvest. 

The higher the percentage of rub-
ber used, the scientists noted, the 
faster the plants came out of the 
ground. Those planted in soil with 
a five to 10 percent rubber mixture 
emerged "significantly faster" than 
the plants grown in soil with lesser 
percentages of rubber. 

At harvest, plants grown in soil 
with the higher percentages of rub-
ber were a couple of inches shorter 
than the others. This was seen as an 
advantage to farmers, the shorter 
plants being less susceptible to wind 
damage. 

Most important, the plants showed 
no visible signs of abnormality. Pre-
vious experiments inside a green-
house had disclosed toxicity from 
the zinc oxide content of rubber. 
Some plants were killed, others 
showed abnormalities. 

Other potential benefits were also 
noted. Winter weeds died off soon 
after the rubber particles were 
mixed into the soil, during the 
period of greatest toxicity. And if 
put into widespread agricultural use, 
rubber might help maintain zinc 
oxide content of animal and food 
products. 

A similar experiment with winter 
wheat is now being conducted at 
Mississippi State, Drs. Glenn and 
Ward reported. 

Benjamin R. Wendrow, President 
of U. S. Rubber Reclaiming, ex-
plained that his company's sponsor-
ship of the Mississippi State research 
is an effort to develop mass uses of 
reclaimed rubber. Some two billion 
old tires now litter the landscape, 
with another 200 million a year be-
ing added. 

Nor can this refuse be recycled in 
the same way as paper, glass and 
metal. Or buried, or burned. Buried 
tires tend to wriggle their way back 
up to the surface. If burned, they 
give off an oily smoke which can 
pollute an entire area. 

Up to now, the best long-range 
prospect for reclaimed rubber has 
been its use in highway and street 
paving. When mixed with asphalt, 
rubber produces paving surfaces 
which last longer and are free of 
some of the problems common to 
asphalt. "Rubber roads are gradual-
ly gaining consideration in highway 
construction," Mr. Wendrow states, 
"but their rate of use is far below 
their rate of discard." 


