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Abstract: Forests in Portugal are highly dependent on a short number of wood species, and new 
species with higher profitability are needed. The Paulownia species has generated great interest due 
to its fast-growing and relatively good wood properties. However, environmental factors have 
shown that Paulownia grows differently in each case. This study intends to determine the properties 
of young Paulownia trees from Portuguese plantations to determine the best age to cut the trees 
according to their use. The chemical composition (extractives in dichloromethane, ethanol and wa-
ter, lignin, α-cellulose, and hemicelluloses), heating value, elemental analysis (CHNO), inorganic 
elements and thermogravimetric analyses (TGA), and the most important mechanical and physical 
properties (density, MOE, bending strength, water absorption equilibrium, moisture content, and 
dimensional changes) were determined for 1-, 3-, and 5-year-old trees. The results show that, chem-
ically, the extractives increased while hemicelluloses decreased with age, and no trend was found 
for lignin and α-cellulose. The physical and mechanical properties increased with age, except for 
the MOE and bending strength. The 5-year-old samples presented the best features for pellet pro-
duction, namely, calorific power, elemental composition CHNO and sulfur, and inorganic elements. 

Keywords: age; chemical composition; elemental composition; mechanical properties;  
Paulownia tomentosa; physical properties 
 

1. Introduction 
The introduction of new species in forest management has gained attention regard-

ing the prevention of the spread of invasive species. However, new species with higher 
profitability are needed to increase the value of forest products and the resilience of rural 
populations. The genus Paulownia, belonging to the family Paulowniaceae, consists of nine 
species: Paulownia albiphloea, Paulownia australis, Paulownia catalpifolia, Paulownia elongata, 
Paulownia fargesii, Paulownia fortunei, Paulownia kawakamii, Paulownia taiwaniana, and 
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Paulownia tomentosa [1], and also by several hybrids, such as Cotevisa 2, produced in 
Spain, and which is the result of the cross between P. elongata x P. fortunei. 

Paulownia tomentosa (Thunb.) Steud. is a deciduous tree that, in natural conditions, 
reaches heights of 20–30 m [2,3], while its diameter can reach 2 m [2]. Usually, this plant 
tends to form many branches if it is grown in an open space, but if it has to compete with 
other species, it tends to form a straight trunk [3]. P. tomentosa is a species that has gener-
ated great interest around the world, and is referred to as the miracle tree. This classifica-
tion is due to this species being a fast-growing tree with a high rate of carbon absorption 
and showing good fire resistance. The high growth rate allows exploitation in short rota-
tion periods, rather than waiting for dozens of years, avoiding the risk of fires destroying 
years of hard labor. 

The wood of P. tomentosa is, according to Icka et al. [3], lightweight, sturdy, quick 
drying, and easy to shape, which makes it suitable for sculptures and insulation [4,5]. This 
species has a specific mass of approximately 0.35 g·cm−3 [4], a low thermal conductivity 
(0.063–0.086 kcal·m−1·h−1·°C−1), natural fire resistance [6], and durability against several xy-
lophages because of its high tannin content [3]. Paulownia leaves a have high protein con-
tent, so that they can be used for animal fodder. This species is still considered environ-
mentally friendly because it has a high carbon fixation coefficient [3], as the tree absorbs 
about 22 kg of CO2 and produces 6 kg of O2 per year [3]. 

The productivity of Paulownia spp. varies according to several factors (e.g., species, 
site of plantation, climatic conditions, density, silvicultural management, and irrigation) 
in different regions of the world. The genus is very adaptable, extremely fast growing, 
and provides a great potential for extensive cultivation. In China, more precisely in Juan 
Cheng County, in the Shantung Province, under normal edaphoclimatic conditions, 
where the genus is native, 10-year-old P. tomentosa DBH (diameter at breast height) 
reaches 28.1 cm, and P. elongate DBH reaches 39.6 cm, with an average timber volume of 
0.24 and 0.62 m3, respectively [7]. Barton et al. [8] reported 11 to 30 m3·ha−1·year−1 in Brazil, 
and 6.85 m3·ha−1·year−1 from 40-year-old Paulownia plantations in the USA. For the bio-
mass production, accumulated productivities in stems can reach up to 69 ton·ha−1 for 
three-year cycles [9]. In a semi-arid Mediterranean environment (Spain), García et al. [10], 
in an experiment with hybrids (Paulownia elongate x fortune), reported a productivity of 6 
ton·ha−1 of total biomass, in the best conditions, in stands of 17 months. Zuazo et al. [11] 
studied a plantation with 24-month-old trees, using the clones Cotevisa 2 and Suntzu 11, 
with a productivity of 7.2 and 14.0 ton·ha−1, respectively. 

The main objective of the present research is to determine the properties of the spe-
cies Paulownia tomentosa from specimens planted in Portugal, to assess the best possibili-
ties for the recovery and valorization of the wood obtained from specimens aged 1, 3, and 
5 years old, respectively. 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Sampling and Material Preparation 

Young Paulownia wood samples that are 1, 3, and 5 years old from a plantation in 
the Viseu region, Portugal, were used for the present study. The number of trees were 6, 
2, and 2, respectively. The preparation of the samples started with them being cut into 
pieces of around 1 cm3 with a chisel and a hammer, excluding all the bark. After drying 
the samples naturally in open air and at room temperature, they were crushed in the 
Retsch SMI mill. Subsequently, sifting was performed for half an hour in a vibratory sieve 
model Retsch 5657 HAAN 1, and the following fractions were obtained: >40 mesh (>0.425 
mm), 40–60 mesh (0.425–0.250 mm), 60–80 mesh (0.250–0.180 mm), and 80 mesh (<0.180 
mm) for 30 min. 
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2.1.1. Ash Content 
To determine the ash content for the barks and branches of P. tomentosa, the TAPPI T 

211 om-93 standard was followed. For this, 20 g (±0.0001 g) of a 40-mesh fraction sample 
was used and incinerated in a muffle at 525 °C for 3 h. The ash content (Z) was determined 
by Equation (1). 

Z (%) = � 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎ℎ 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎
𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑚𝑚𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎

�  × 100 (1) 

2.1.2. Extractive Content 
The extractive content was determined by sequential solvent extraction. For this pur-

pose, 10 g (±0.0001 g) of a sample (of 40–60 mesh fraction) was used in a Soxhlet apparatus 
and extracted with solvents of increasing polarity: dichloromethane (6 h), ethanol (16 h), 
and hot water (16 h). The extractive content (E) was determined by Equation (2). 

E (%) = � 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑑𝑑𝑎𝑎𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎
𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑚𝑚𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎

�  ×  100 (2) 

2.1.3. Lignin Content 
For the determination of the lignin content by the Klason method, about 350 mg of 

each sample were used, from a sample free of extractives, as described in the Standard 
TAPPI T222 om-02 [12], which quantifies lignin as a solid residue. This method is based 
on two hydrolyses. The first is with sulfuric acid at 72% for 1 h at 30 °C, and the second is 
with sulfuric acid at 3% for 4 h in reflux. Since this procedure is time consuming, the sec-
ond hydrolysis was replaced by autoclave hydrolysis at 120 °C for 1 h. After hydrolysis, 
the samples were filtered in pre-heavy nr. 4 crucibles, washed with warm water, and dried 
in an oven at 60 °C overnight, followed by 1 h at 100 °C. The lignin content (L) was calcu-
lated using Equation (3). 

L (%) = � 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑖𝑙𝑙 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎
𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑚𝑚𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎

�  ×  100 (3) 

2.1.4. Holocellulose Content 
The holocellulose content was determined for the extracted wood by the acid chlorite 

method, in which holocellulose is obtained as an insoluble residue. The method uses 2 g 
of extractive free wood placed in a 1 L flask with 160 mL of distilled water at 70 °C, 20 mL 
of a solution with 8.5 g of sodium chlorite in 250 mL of distilled water, and other with 13.5 
g of NaOH in 50 mL of distilled water, and 37.5 of acetic acid. A total of 20 mL of each 
solution was added until the sample became white, which can take up to 8 h [13]. The 
samples were then filtered in a nr. 2 crucible and washed with cold water, and 15 mL of 
acetone. The holocellulose (HC) content was determined by Equation (4). 

HC (%) = � ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑎𝑎𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎
𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑚𝑚𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎

�  ×  100 (4) 

2.1.5. α-Cellulose Content 
The α-cellulose content was determined for the dry holocellulose by two subsequent 

hydrolyses with 17.5% NaOH at 20 °C for 30 min and 15 min of rest outside the bath. 
Afterwards, 8.25 mL of water were added to the samples that remained for 1 additional 
hour at 20 °C in the thermal bath. Then, the samples were filtered and washed using 25 
mL of NaOH at 8.3% and distilled water, ending with 3.75 mL of 10% acetic acid. The 
samples were dried at 105 °C overnight and the α-cellulose content (C) was determined 
by the following Equation (5): 

C (%) = � 𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑎𝑎𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 
𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑚𝑚𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎

�  × 100 (5) 
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2.1.6. Hemicellulose Content 
The hemicellulose content was determined indirectly by the difference between hol-

ocellulose and α-cellulose, using Equation (6). 

Hemicellulose (%) = HC (%) − C (%) (6) 

2.1.7. Chlorine Determination, Heating Value, Elemental Analysis (CHNO), and Thermo-
gravimetric Analysis (TGA) 

To carry out the laboratory characterization tests, the procedures presented and re-
ferred to in the ENPlus® standard were used. The choice to use this type of reference was 
made because this standard allows for a comparison with the results obtained via other 
species that are used for more general purposes, for example, to produce bioenergy. Thus, 
laboratory characterization tests were performed using the following standards: 
o ISO 17225-1: 2014—Solid biofuels—Fuel specifications and classes—Part 1: General 

requirements; 
o ISO 16948: 2015—Solid biofuels—Determination of total content of C, H, and N; 
o ISO 16967: 2015—Solid biofuels—Determination of major elements—Al, Ca, Fe, Mg, 

P, K, Si, Na, and Ti; 
o ISO 16968: 2015—Solid biofuels—Determination of minor elements—Ar, Cd, Co, Cr, 

Cu, Hg, Mn, Mo, Ni, Pb, Sb, V, and Zn; 
o ISO 16994: 2016—Solid biofuels—Determination of total content of S and Cl; 
o ISO 18125: 2017—Solid biofuels—Determination of heating value. 

2.1.8. Physical and Mechanical Properties 
The density was determined for wood conditioned at 20 °C and 65% relative humid-

ity by weighing a cubic sample with a 20 mm edge and measuring the wood dimensions 
in the three directions. An average of 10 replicates was used. The bending strength and 
stiffness were determined in wooden test specimens by a three-point bending test in a 
Servosis ME-405/5 universal test machine with 360 mm × 20 mm × 20 mm in transverse, 
radial, and tangential directions, respectively, in accordance with the Portuguese Stand-
ard NP-619 [14]. It was not possible to cut well-oriented 1-year-old Paulownia samples for 
bending strength due to the small size of the trees. The samples were conditioned at 20 °C 
and 65% relative humidity prior to testing. Ten replicates were made for each assay. The 
specimens were placed with the radial face oriented upwards and supported on two sup-
ports at a distance of 300 mm. The support was moved until the pulley was against the 
specimen without exerting any force. The test was performed at a constant speed of 3 
mm·min−1. The same speed was maintained until a force of 735.5 N was reached in the 
load cell, at which time the test was ended. The force 735.5 N was 10% of the average 
maximum force obtained from the bending strength assays. The modulus of elasticity 
(MOE) was calculated according to Equation (7) 

MOE(MPa) = ΔF × L3

Δx × h × h3
× 9.8 (7) 

where ΔF/Δx corresponds to the slope of the elastic zone in kg·mm−1, L is the length of the 
span between the two axes in mm, h is the height, and b the width of the specimen, both 
expressed in mm. The test used to determine the bending strength was performed on the 
same machine used to determine the modulus of elasticity. The specimens were placed as 
mentioned above. The average speed of the assay was calculated so that rupture occurred 
approximately 2 min after the start of the assay. The bending strength was calculated ac-
cording to Equation (8): 

Bending strength (MPa) =
3 ×  L

2 ×   b ×  h2
× 9.8 (8) 
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Ten replicates were made for each sample. The equilibrium moisture content and 
water absorption were determined in wood cubic samples, with approximately 20 mm 
edges using 3 cycles of 0% EMC (oven at 100 °C) and 100% (water at 20 °C). Swelling was 
determined as the difference between the dimensions of the initial dry wood and the di-
mensions of the samples in 0% and 100% moisture environments for the 3 cycles. 

3. Results and Discussion 
The wood chemical composition is the basis for studying the possible uses of Pau-

lownia wood. Figure 1 presents the chemical composition of Paulownia wood at 1, 3, and 
5 years old. The standard deviations are presented as error bars. The results show that, 
generally, there is an increase in the extractive content with the age of the tree and that 
this increase is mainly due to ethanol and water extracts. Similar results were obtained by 
Domingos et al. [15], which stated that the extractive content of eucalyptus wood signifi-
cantly increases with the ages of trees ranging from 6 up to 15 years, especially regarding 
ethanol extractives. Likewise, Miranda and Pereira [16] determined the variation of the 
chemical composition for Eucalyptus globulus trees that were 2, 3, and 6 years old, and 
found that there was an increase in the extractive content, which are mainly soluble in 
water and ethanol in to tree age. These extracts are generally composed of phenolic com-
pounds, such as tannins, lignans, stilbenes, short-chain phenols, phytosterols, and carbo-
hydrates. Paulownia tomentosa wood in Brazil, with growth that is 13 years old, has shown 
a higher extractive content (17.1%), which might mean that the amount of extractives will 
still increase after 5 years [17]. Non-polar extractives generally represent a small percent-
age of extractives in fast-growing trees, such, as for instance, poplars [18,19]. 

There seems to be no substantial differences between α-cellulose in samples, until 
they reach 5 years of age. On the other hand, there is a decrease in the hemicellulose con-
tent with the progression of age. The results previously presented for 13-year-old Paulow-
nia tomentosa wood growth in Brazil showed a much higher α-cellulose content (62%) and 
much lower hemicellulose content (5%). No trends for hemicellulose were found by Mi-
randa and Pereira [16] for eucalyptus wood. 

In relation to the lignin content, the increase verified between the 1- and 3-year-old 
trees was followed by a decrease in the 5-year-old samples, but the differences were rela-
tively small. The same was observed by Domingos et al. [15] for eucalyptus wood, for 
which the percentage of Klason Lignin was approximately constant between wood that 
was 6 to 15 years old, ranging from 19.6% to 23.1%. On the other hand, according to Mi-
randa and Pereira [16], there was an increase in the lignin content of Eucalyptus globulus 
trees that were 2, 3, and 6 years old. The same was found concerning soluble lignin con-
tent, which varied between 3.3% and 4.0%. Similar results were reported for Eucalyptus 
grandis woods of four different ages (10, 14, 20, and 25 years) [20]. 

The knowledge of the variation of chemical compositions with age allows us to 
choose the ideal cutting age according to the use designated to the wood. As Paulownia 
is a rapid-growth species, the possibility of using wood in just a few years compared to 
other species can attribute Paulownia wood a great added value. 
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Figure 1. Chemical composition of Paulownia wood that is 1, 3, and 5 years old. 

In Table 1, the results from the thermogravimetric analysis and elemental composi-
tion of 1-, 3-, and 5-year-old Paulownia trees are presented. Overall, the volatile content 
of the samples that are 1 and 3 years old are similar, while there is a slight increase in the 
volatile content for the 5-year-old samples. Fixed carbon is similar for the 1- and 3-year-
old samples, but it is significantly lower for the 5-year-old samples, meaning that more 
carbon is lost in the volatile matter. The results presented by Kumar et al. [21], concerning 
eucalyptus hybrids ranging from 2 to 20 years of age, do not show any significant differ-
ences with age in the volatile content. The volatile content is higher than in all the shrubs 
and small-tree species tested by Nunes et al. [22] in Serra da Estrela. These authors stated 
that a higher ratio between the volatile content and the fixed carbon leads to a more pow-
erful and rapid combustion. Therefore, 5-year-old trees may cause a more intense and 
rapid combustion, which could be dangerous, resulting in forest fires. On the other hand, 
Paulownia trees have been reported to have an extremely high flame retardancy, which, 
according to Li and Oda [23], is due to the very porous cell tissue of Paulownia wood since 
the vessels are large and independent, which makes it difficult to ignite. These authors 
also stated that the thermal conductivity of the carbonized layer is lower than the one for 
the wood material. The content of ashes decreases with the aging of the samples, which 
means that there is a lower percentage of inorganic material. Similar results were previ-
ously presented for eucalyptus hybrids from 2 to 20 years of age [21]. The results show 
that 1- and 3-year-old trees fall within the limits imposed by ENPlus® for A2 category 
wood pellets (1.2%), while 5-year-old trees comply with the limits established by the A1 
category wood pellets (0.7%), respectively. 

Concerning the elemental composition, there seems to be no significant difference 
between 1- and 3-year-old samples with very similar carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, and sul-
fur contents. Even though carbon and hydrogen compounds are similar for the 5-year-old 
samples, a lower percentage of nitrogen and sulfur was found for these samples. This 
lower percentage of N shows that 5-year-old wood is more adequate for the production 
of wood pellets, since N is responsible for NOx formation and emission when wood is 
burnt, which constitutes one of the main environmental impacts of solid biofuel combus-
tion, in parallel to the emission of particulate materials [24]. Nevertheless, all samples fall 
into the limits of the A1 category wood pellets by ENPlus®, which is 0.3% for nitrogen. 
Additionally, a small sulfur percentage is essential, since this element contributes to SOx 
emissions and is also involved in the formation of aerosols [24]. Similarly, in relation to 
the sulfur content, the values are much lower than the maximum value for A1 category 
wood pellets (0.04%). No chloride was found in any of the samples, which is good, since 
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Cl is responsible for deposit formation and corrosion due to HCl formation; this is im-
portant for a high plant availability as previously mentioned [24], and, once again, com-
plies with the limits of the ENPlus® standard. 

Table 1. Thermogravimetric analysis and elemental composition of Paulownia wood that is 1, 3, 
and 5 years old (n.d.—not detected or presenting values under the detection limit, which is 0.001%). 

Sample 
TGA CHN 

S 
(%) Cl (%) 

Moisture (%) 
Volatile 

(%) 
Ash (%) 

Fixed 
Carbon (%) 

C 
(%) 

H 
(%) 

N 
(%) 

Paulownia 
(1 year) 

1 9.01 81.66 1.03 17.31 48.06 5.74 0.187 0.0062 n.d. 
2 8.94 80.57 0.97 18.46 48.21 5.79 0.268 0.0064 n.d. 
3 8.89 81.82 1.00 17.18 48.38 5.82 0.251 0.0064 n.d. 

Average 8.94 81.35 1.00 17.65 48.22 5.78 0.235 0.0063 - 
Std. Dev. 0.06 0.68 0.03 0.70 0.16 0.04 0.042 0.0002 - 

Paulownia 
(3 years) 

1 8.79 81.21 0.87 17.92 48.16 5.80 0.179 0.0065 n.d. 
2 8.88 81.20 0.90 17.90 48.18 5.85 0.208 0.0066 n.d. 
3 8.87 81.33 0.81 17.86 48.10 5.86 0.213 0.0063 n.d. 

Average 8.85 81.25 0.86 17.89 48.14 5.83 0.200 0.0065 - 
Std. Dev. 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.018 0.0002 - 

Paulownia 
(5 years) 

1 7.79 84.38 0.23 15.39 48.70 5.79 0.089 0.0035 n.d. 
2 7.81 84.29 0.31 15.40 48.49 5.78 0.097 0.0036 n.d. 
3 7.77 84.54 0.28 15.18 48.47 5.82 0.077 0.0038 n.d. 

Average 7.79 84.40 0.28 15.32 48.55 5.80 0.087 0.0036 - 
Std. Dev. 0.02 0.13 0.04 0.12 0.12 0.02 0.010 0.0001 - 

The density and heating values of Paulownia wood of 1, 3, and 5 years old are pre-
sented in Table 2. Density is one of the most important wood properties, since it is often 
associated with several properties, such as mechanical strength, thermal conductivity, or 
heating value. Paulownia wood that is 1 year old has a very small density, around 0.26 
g·cm−3, which increases with age to 0.42 g·cm3 and 0.46 g·cm3 for 3-year-old and 5-year-
old wood, respectively. However, the wood density for 3- and 5-year-old trees is much 
higher than that reported for 6-year-old P. tomentosa wood grown in Turkey (0.32 g·cm−3) 
[4], or for wood grown in Korea (0.27 g·cm−3) [25], and (0.26 g·cm3) [26]. This is possible 
due to the slower growth rate verified in Portugal, as previously stated [13]. 

A slight increase in the Low Heating Value (LHV) and High Heating Value (HHV) 
of Paulownia wood was observed with aging, from 18.42 MJ·kg−1 to 18.68 MJ·kg−1, and 
19.68 MJ·kg−1 to 19.95 MJ·kg−1, respectively. In accordance to Lachowicz et al. [27], the age 
of the tree had no significant influence on the heating value of silver birch wood with the 
ages of 30, 50, and 70 years. Nevertheless, the trees presented in this study are much 
younger and the wood properties change more in the early years of growth of the trees. 
A similar increase presented in this study was found for eucalyptus hybrids with ages 
ranging from 2 to 20 years [21]. 

Table 3 presents the major elements from Paulownia wood burning with trees aged 
1, 3, and 5 years. Potassium and calcium are the two most representative elements, fol-
lowed by magnesium and phosphorous. Higher levels of Ca, Na, and K have been re-
ported to be responsible for lower deformation temperatures that, according to the 
ENPlus® standard, have to be higher than 1200 °C for A1 category wood pellets [22]. Nev-
ertheless, the values of these components are much lower than those obtained for several 
species of shrubs, as presented by Nunes et al. [22]. Potassium decreases with tree age, 
especially for 1- and 3-year-old trees, compared to 5-year-old trees, showing a higher pro-
pensity of 5-year-old trees for wood pellet manufacturing. 
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Table 2. The density and heating values of Paulownia wood of 1, 3, and 5 years old. 

Sample 
Density 
(g·cm−3) 

HHV 
(MJ·kg−1) 

LHV 
(MJ·kg−1) 

Paulownia (1 year) 
Average 0.26 19.677 18.415 
Std. Dev. 0.01 87.04 87.04 

Paulownia (3 years) 
Average 0.42 19.761 18.487 
Std. Dev. 0.04 104.09 104.09 

Paulownia (5 years) 
Average 0.46 19.947 18.680 
Std. Dev. 0.03 31.72 31.72 

Table 3. Major elements from Paulownia wood burning with 1-, 3-, and 5year-old trees (n.d.—not 
detected or presenting values under the detection limit, which is 0.01 mg·kg−1). 

  Major Elements (mg·kg−1) 
  Al Ca Fe Mg P K Si Na Ti 

Paulow-
nia (1 
year) 

1 10.31 1420.58 28.72 373.14 326.07 3226.05 24.26 112.65 0.00 
2 12.26 1450.10 38.46 393.00 345.75 3465.60 14.85 122.49 2.19 
3 12.98 1421.55 38.79 384.80 334.45 3333.03 0.00 113.54 0.60 

Average 11.85 1430.74 35.32 383.64 335.42 3341.56 13.04 116.23 1.40 
Std. Dev. 1.38 16.77 5.72 9.98 9.88 120.00 12.23 5.44 1.12 

Paulow-
nia (3 
years) 

1 15.27 1366.13 70.13 482.06 338.59 2865.36 2.96 66.00 1.62 
2 18.99 1588.87 119.93 498.54 323.36 2841.04 0.00 69.62 3.89 
3 19.79 1600.37 85.00 506.25 317.37 2902.64 0.00 71.01 1.87 

Average 18.02 1518.46 91.69 495.62 326.44 2869.68 2.96 68.88 2.46 
Std. Dev. 2.41 132.05 25.56 12.35 10.94 31.02 0.00 2.59 1.24 

Paulow-
nia (5 
years) 

1 17.91 1120.99 45.40 142.93 21.22 124.98 48.44 85.88 n.d. 
2 13.66 1027.71 54.67 126.56 23.40 104.06 45.46 76.71 n.d. 
3 17.38 1146.65 47.49 145.16 22.47 118.88 55.76 84.74 n.d. 

Average 16.31 1098.45 49.19 138.21 22.37 115.97 49.89 82.44 - 
Std. Dev. 2.32 62.59 4.86 10.16 1.09 10.76 5.30 4.99 - 

Table 4 presents the minor elements from Paulownia wood burning for 1-, 3-, and 5-
year-old trees. Concerning the minor elements, no trend was found related to tree aging. 
Zinc and copper were the most representative compounds, with copper over the maxi-
mum limit required by the ENPlus® standard (<10 mg·kg−1). Additionally, arsenic was 
over the limit presented by the standard (<1 mg·kg−1). All the other elements were under 
the limits, similar to the results presented by Nunes et al. [22], for which none of the stud-
ied species complied with the ENPlus® standard limits. The potential variations verified 
in the content of both major elements, as in the content of minor elements, with the age of 
the specimens, have been studied by several authors, such as Krutul et al. [28], who ana-
lyzed the concentration of some heavy metals in poplar wood, or Szadkowski and Balicka, 
who analyzed the adsorption of heavy metals by some woods from species, such as Euro-
pean aspen or black locust [29]. However, in none of the situations did the authors present 
the causes for the variations verified in the content of the different elements, even in the 
case of other species outside the genus Paulownia that could serve as a comparative anal-
ysis. 
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Table 4. Minor elements from Paulownia wood burning with 1-, 3-, and 5-year-old trees (n.d.—not 
detected or presenting values under the detection limit, which is 0.01 mg·kg−1). 

  Minor Elements 
  As Cd Co Cr Cu Mn Ni Pb Zn 

Paulownia (1 
year) 

1 0.86 n.d. 0.00 n.d. 20.80 n.d. 0.93 0.58 22.74 
2 1.34 n.d. 0.13 n.d. 23.01 n.d. 0.64 0.45 26.86 
3 1.14 n.d. 0.20 n.d. 22.97 n.d. 0.45 0.00 25.06 

Average 1.11 - 0.17 - 22.26 - 0.67 0.34 24.89 
Std. Dev. 0.24 - 0.06 - 1.26 - 0.25 0.31 2.06 

Paulownia (3 
years) 

1 1.77 n.d. 0.51 n.d. 8.48 n.d. 1.03 0.00 19.00 
2 1.95 n.d. 0.19 n.d. 8.13 n.d. 0.43 0.00 17.85 
3 1.42 n.d. 0.28 n.d. 8.44 n.d. 0.52 0.00 21.04 

Average 1.72 - 0.33 - 8.35 - 0.66 0.00 19.30 
Std. Dev. 0.27 - 0.16 - 0.19 - 0.32 0.00 1.62 

Paulownia (5 
years) 

1 n.d. 0.02 0.10 n.d. 16.16 1.72 0.50 0.04 9.52 
2 n.d. n.d. 0.07 n.d. 15.05 n.d. 0.72 0.00 8.33 
3 n.d. n.d. 0.08 n.d. 16.87 n.d. 0.70 0.49 9.09 

Average - 0.01 0.08 - 16.03 0.57 0.64 0.18 8.98 
Std. Dev. - 0.00 0.01 - 0.92 0.00 0.12 0.32 0.60 

Paulownia wood is known to have low mechanical properties, as previously reported 
for 6-year-old Paulownia from Turkey [4], with 4280 MPa for MOE and 44 MPa for bend-
ing strength, or 3600 MPa for MOE and 42 MPa bending strength for wood grown in South 
Korea [25]. The bending strength of 3- and 5-year-old wood, is more or less half of Pinus 
pinaster that had a bending strength of around 108 MPa and 10,900 MPa MOE [30]. No 
results could be obtained for the 1-year-old samples due to the small size of the trees. Even 
though the mechanical properties for the 3-year-old samples are higher than the 5-year-
old samples, the difference is not significant due to the high standard deviation observed 
for these mechanical assays (Table 5). 

Table 5. Mechanical properties of Paulownia wood aged 1, 3, and 5 years. 

Sample 
MOE (MPa) Bending Strength (MPa) 

Average Std. Dev. Average Std. Dev. 
Paulownia (3 years) 6461 1098 61.7 9.8 
Paulownia (5 years) 6990 843 53.5 6.0 

Figure 2 presents the water absorption of Paulownia wood samples aged 1, 3, and 5 
years old. There is a higher water absorption rate for the 1-year-old samples, which 
reaches more than 100%, compared to the 3- and 5-year-old samples that show absorp-
tions lower than 50%. Regarding the 3- and 5-year-old samples, the differences are minor. 
Nevertheless, the 3-year-old samples have slightly higher water absorption rates. 

Figure 3 presents the dimensional changes between wet and dry environments, along 
with three cycles. The dimensional changes are compared to the initial dimensions of the 
samples determined at 0% RH. Generally, the tangential dimensional changes were 
higher, followed by radial and axial directions. Only the 1-year-old samples showed ap-
proximately the same dimensional changes in the radial and tangential directions. This is 
probably due to the reduced width of the 1-year-old trees, where the radial and tangential 
directions practically mixed, and therefore pure radial and tangential faces were difficult 
to attain. This was probably also the reason why dimensional changes were much higher 
in one-year-old samples that might suffer some distortion after the first wetting cycle. As 
expected, the dimensional variations in the axial direction were much smaller due to the 



Forests 2022, 13, 700 10 of 12 
 

 

orientation of the fibers that are mainly oriented in the axial direction, and the water swell-
ing occurred mainly in the transverse directions (radial and tangential). The dimensional 
changes were much higher in the 1-year-old Paulownia samples, compared to the 3- and 
5-year-old samples. This was true for the radial, tangential, and axial directions. This 
means that 1-year-old Paulownia wood has a very low dimensional stability, not permit-
ting its use as a solid wood. Nevertheless, due to the characteristic hole in this type of 
wood, it would also be challenging to obtain a usable board from 1-year-old samples. 
Concerning the 3- and 5-year-old samples, their difference is relatively small. However, 
the dimensional changes seem to be higher for the 3-year-old samples. There were no ma-
jor differences in the dimensional chances in the first three cycles, which leads us to con-
clude that there was no significant deterioration of the sample after 3 cycles of exposure 
to dry (100 °C) and wet (immersion in water) steps. 

 
Figure 2. Water absorption for 1-, 3-, and 5-year-old Paulownia wood. 

   
(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 3. Dimensional changes: (a) radial direction; (b) tangential direction; and (c) axial direction. 

4. Conclusions 
This work intended to determine the properties of wood from very young Paulownia 

tomentosa trees grown in Portugal to find the best valorization path. Generally, the results 
show that, chemically there is an increase in the extractive content with the age of the tree, 
and this increase is mainly due to the ethanol and water extracts. Nevertheless, no sub-
stantial differences were found for lignin or α-cellulose, but hemicelluloses decreased 
with age. Overall, the volatile content of the samples aged 1 and 3 years old are similar, 
while there is a slight increase in the volatile content of the 5-year-old samples. Fixed car-
bon is similar for the 1-year-old and 3-year-old samples, but it is significantly lower for 
the 5-year-old samples. Therefore, more carbon is lost in the volatile matter, and combus-
tions are more powerful and rapid. The content of ashes decreases along with the age of 
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the samples, which means that there is a lower percentage of inorganic material. Addi-
tionally, the elemental composition is similar for 1-year-old and 3-year-old samples, but 
better for 5-year-old samples, namely, because of the lower percentages of S and N, which 
shows that 5-year-old wood is adequate for pellet production. Potassium and calcium are 
the two most representative elements, followed by magnesium and phosphorous. Some 
minor elements, such as copper and arsenic, were over the maximum limit required by 
the ENPlus® standard. A slight increase in the Low Heating Value (LHV) and High Heat-
ing Value (HHV) was also observed with tree age. The density of 1-year-old Paulownia 
wood is minimal and increases along with the tree age. Although the bending strength 
and MOE are low, they are much higher than Paulownia growth in other regions. The 
dimensional changes were much higher in 1-year-old Paulownia samples, compared to 
the 3- and 5-year-old samples. Therefore, the age of 5 years is the minimum cutting age 
for the use of this wood for solid fuel, such as pellets, and as solid wood. 

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, B.E.; methodology, B.E., L.J.R.N., I.D. and L.C.-L.; formal 
analysis, B.E., I.D., L.C.-L. and L.J.R.N.; investigation, H.V., B.E., I.D. and L.C.-L.; resources, H.V. 
and J.F.; writing—original draft preparation, B.E.; writing—review and editing, B.E., L.J.R.N., I.D., 
H.V., L.C.-L. and J.F.; project administration, B.E.; funding acquisition, B.E., L.J.R.N., I.D., H.V., L.C.-
L. and J.F. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript. 

Funding: This work was conducted in the framework of Project VALPT (PROJ/IPV/ID&I/003) fi-
nanced by Caixa Geral de Depósitos and also financed by national funds through FCT—Fundação 
para a Ciência e Tecnologia, I.P., through the CERNAS Research Centre, within the scope of the 
project UIDB/00681/2020. L.J.R.N. was supported by proMetheus, Research Unit on Energy, Mate-
rials and Environment for Sustainability—UIDP/05975/2020, funded by national funds through 
FCT—Fundação para a Ciência e Tecnologia and H.V supported by CITAB, Centre for the Research 
and Technology of Agro-Environmental and Biological Sciences—Portuguese Foundation for Sci-
ence and Technology—Project UIDB/04033/2020. 

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable. 

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable. 

Data Availability Statement: Data are available on request from the corresponding author. 

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest. 

References 
1. He, T.; Vaidya, B.N.; Perry, Z.D.; Parajuli, P.; Joshee, N. Paulownia as a medicinal tree: Traditional uses and current advances. 

Eur. J. Med. Plants 2016, 14, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.9734/EJMP/2016/25170. 
2. Innes, R. Paulownia tomentosa. In Fire Effects Information System; U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Rocky 

Mountain Research Station, Fire Sciences Laboratory (Producer): Washington, DC, USA, 2009. 
3. Icka, P.; Damo, R.; Icka, E. Paulownia tomentosa, a fast growing timber. Ann. Valahia Univ. Targoviste-Agric. 2016, 10, 14–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/agr-2016-0003. 
4. Akyildiz, M.H.; Kol Sahin, H. Some technological properties and uses of paulownia (Paulownia tomentosa Steud.) wood. J. 

Environ. Biol. 2010, 31, 351–355. 
5. Yadav, N.K.; Vaidya, B.N.; Henderson, K.; Lee, J.F.; Stewart, W.M.; Dhekney, S.A.; Joshee, N. A review of Paulownia 

biotechnology: A short rotation, fast growing multipurpose bioenergy tree. Am. J. Plant Sci. 2013, 4, 2070. 
https://doi.org/10.4236/ajps.2013.411259. 

6. El-Showk, S.; El-Showk, N. The Paulownia Tree an Alternative for Sustainable Forestry; Scientific Research Publishing Inc.: Wuhan, 
China, 2003. 

7. Rao, A.N.; Zhongguo Lin Ye Ke Xue Yan Jiu Yuan. Paulownia in China: Cultivation and Utilization; Asian Network for Biological 
Science, International Development Research Center: Singapore, 1986; ISBN 978-9971-84-546-9. 

8. Barton, I.; Nicholas, I.; Ecroyd, C. Paulownia Handbook. For. Res. Bull. 2007, 231, 1–71. 
9. Nunes, L.J.R.; Pimentel, C.; Garrido Azevedo, S.; Matias, J.C.O. (Eds.) New Trends for Biomass Energy Development: From Wood to 

Circular Economy; Energy science, engineering and technology; Nova Science Publishers, Inc.: New York, NY, USA, 2020; ISBN 
978-1-5361-7190-7. 

10. García, E.M.; Borja, M.E.L.; Abellán, M.A.; Serrano, F.R.L.; Morote, F.A.G.; del Cerro Barja, A. Aprovechamiento energético de” 
Paulownia” spp. en el ámbito mediterráneo. Rev. Montes 2010, 102, 5–11. 



Forests 2022, 13, 700 12 of 12 
 

 

11. Zuazo, V.H.D.; Bocanegra, J.A.J.; Torres, F.P.; Pleguezuelo, C.R.R.; Martínez, J.R.F. Biomass yield potential of paulownia trees 
in a semi-arid Mediterranean environment (S Spain). Int. J. Renew. Energy Res. 2013, 3, 789–793. 

12. TAPPI T 222 om-02; Acid-Insoluble Lignin in Wood and Pulp; TAPPI: Atlanta, GA, USA, 2002. 
13. Esteves, B.; Ferreira, H.; Viana, H.; Ferreira, J.; Domingos, I.; Cruz-Lopes, L.; Jones, D.; Nunes, L. Termite Resistance, Chemical 

and Mechanical Characterization of Paulownia tomentosa Wood before and after Heat Treatment. Forests 2021, 12, 1114. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/f12081114. 

14. NP 619 Static Bending Test; Inspecção Geral dos Produtos Agrícolas e Industriais (IGPAI): Lisbon, Portugal, 1973. (In Portuguese) 
15. Domingos, I.; Lopes, L.C.; Ferreira, J.; Pereira, H.; Esteves, B. Variação da composição química de Eucalyptus globulus com a 

idade. In Proceedings of the 7° Congresso Florestal Nacional, Vila Real/Bragança, Portugal, 5–8 June 2013; p. 54. 
16. Miranda, I.; Pereira, H. The Variation of Chemical Composition and Pulping Yield With Age and Growth Factors in Young 

Eucalyptus Globulus. Wood Fiber Sci. 2002, 34, 140–145. 
17. Welter, C.A. Bioprodutos Obtidos da Madeira de Paulownia Tomentosa Steud. Ph.D. Thesis, Universidade Federal de Santa 

Maria, Santa Maria, Brazil, 2021. 
18. Szadkowska, D. Chromatographic analysis of extracts isolated from different poplar species as potential inhibitors of enzymatic 

hydrolysis Analiza chromatograficzna substancji ekstrakcyjnych pozyskanych z różnych odmian topoli jako potencjalnych 
inhibitorów hydrolizy enzymatycznej. Chem. Rev. 2016, 1, 49–52. https://doi.org/10.15199/62.2016.11.5. 

19. Szadkowska, D.; Zawadzki, J.; Kozakiewicz, P.; Radomski, A. Identification of Extractives from Various Poplar Species. Forests 
2021, 12, 647. https://doi.org/10.3390/f12050647. 

20. Silva, J.D.C.; Matos, J.L.M.D.; Oliveira, J.T.D.S.; Evangelista, W.V. Influence of age and position along the trunk on the chemical 
composition of Eucalyptus grandis Hill ex. Maiden wood. Rev. Árvore 2005, 29, 455–460. https://doi.org/10.1590/S0100-
67622005000300013. 

21. Kumar, R.; Pandey, K.K.; Chandrashekar, N.; Mohan, S. Effect of tree-age on calorific value and other fuel properties of 
Eucalyptus hybrid. J. For. Res. 2010, 21, 514–516. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11676-010-0108-x. 

22. Nunes, L.J.R.; Raposo, M.A.M.; Meireles, C.I.R.; Gomes, C.J.P.; Ribeiro, N.M.C.A. Energy Recovery of Shrub Species as a Path 
to Reduce the Risk of Occurrence of Rural Fires: A Case Study in Serra da Estrela Natural Park (Portugal). Fire 2021, 4, 33. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/fire4030033. 

23. Li, P.; Oda, J. Flame retardancy of paulownia wood and its mechanism. J. Mater. Sci. 2007, 42, 8544–8550. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10853-007-1781-9. 

24. Obernberger, I.; Brunner, T.; Bärnthaler, G. Chemical properties of solid biofuels—significance and impact. Biomass Bioenergy 
2006, 30, 973–982. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biombioe.2006.06.011. 

25. Hidayat, W.; Qi, Y.; Jang, J.-H.; Febrianto, F.; Kim, N.H. Effect of Mechanical Restraint on the Properties of Heat-treated Pinus 
koraiensis and Paulownia tomentosa Woods. BioResources 2017, 12, 7539–7551. 

26. Kim, Y.K.; Kwon, G.J.; Kim, A.R.; Lee, H.S.; Purusatama, B.; Lee, S.H.; Kang, C.W.; Kim, N.H. Effects of heat treatment on the 
characteristics of royal paulownia (Paulownia tomentosa (Thunb.) Steud.) wood grown in Korea. J. Korean Wood Sci. Technol. 
2018, 46, 511–526. https://doi.org/10.5658/WOOD.2018.46.5.511. 

27. Lachowicz, H.; Sajdak, M.; Paschalis-Jakubowicz, P.; Cichy, W.; Wojtan, R.; Witczak, M. The influence of location, tree age and 
forest habitat type on basic fuel properties of the wood of the silver birch (Betula pendula Roth.) in Poland. BioEnergy Res. 2018, 
11, 638–651. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12155-018-9926-z. 

28. Krutul, D.; Szadkowski, J.; Antczak, A.; Drożdżek, M.; Radomski, A.; Karpiński, S. The concentration of selected heavy metals 
in poplar wood biomass and liquid fraction obtained after high temperature pretreatment. Wood Res. 2021, 66, 39–48. 
https://doi.org/10.37763/wr.1336-4561/66.1.3948. 

29. Szadkowski, J.; Balicka, A. Analysis of adsorption of heavy metals from water solutions by wood of selected domestic species 
using X-Ray Fluorescence (XRF). Ann. Wars. Univ. Life Sci. SGGW For. Wood Technol. 2020, 111, 73–82. 

30. Esteves, B.; Nunes, L.; Domingos, I.; Pereira, H. Comparison between heat treated sapwood and heartwood from Pinus pinaster. 
Eur. J. Wood Wood Prod. 2014, 72, 53–60. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00107-013-0751-y. 


	1. Introduction
	2. Materials and Methods
	2.1. Sampling and Material Preparation
	2.1.1. Ash Content
	2.1.2. Extractive Content
	2.1.3. Lignin Content
	2.1.4. Holocellulose Content
	2.1.5. α-Cellulose Content
	2.1.6. Hemicellulose Content
	2.1.7. Chlorine Determination, Heating Value, Elemental Analysis (CHNO), and Thermogravimetric Analysis (TGA)
	2.1.8. Physical and Mechanical Properties


	3. Results and Discussion
	4. Conclusions
	References

