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Dr. Smit was Head of the Economie Research Division of the Economie and Social
Institute (ESI),Free university, Armsterdam, the Netherlands during 1986-95 and its
Managing Director during 1995-2004. He has served as Expert to the United
Nation's Economie and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, stationed in

Bangkok, Thailand and taken up many consultancies for the World Bank, the EU and
the UN and Ministries in the Netherlands and abroad. He has also conducted

special courses and workshops in Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Cote d' Ivore
and Nigeria.

As Secretary General of the IRSG,Dr. Smit was responsible for bringing a complete
forecasting model to the organisation which resulted in its enhanced profile and
visibility and, no wonder, the membership in the IRSGPanel of Associates nearly
doubled during his period. It was also he who oversaw the smooth relocation of the
IRSGHeadquarters from wembley, England to Singapore, closer to the centre of the
rubber industry. Under his dynamic leadership, the IRSGforged strong co-operation
with the Association of Natural Rubber producing Countries (ANRPC)and the
Internationallnstitute of Synthetic Rubber Producers (IISRP).These are all
achievements the rubber world will ever remember with gratitude.

Apart from being endowed with all the glowing attributes of a leader of the highly
challenging global rubber industry, he was suave and humane, frank and friendly
and it is these sterling qualities that made him a favourite of all in the industry.
Though he won't be there at the helm of the IRSGin the coming years, the rubber
world is not going to miss him for good as he has said he would be there in its vast
domain as a Consultant.

In an exclusive interview to Rubber Asia, on the eve of his stepping down from
the IRSGhelm, Dr. Smit looks back and recalls some of his memorabie experiences
during his five-year tenure as its Secretary Genera!. Regarding the challenges on
the production front, he said that climate change and labour shortage are
going to be the biggest problems in all NR producing countries in the future.
Excerpts:

.'

Looking back, how do you feel about
your tenure as IRSG chief?

It has been a most challenging and inter­
esting period of five years, much more that I
had anticipated when I started in January
2005. At that time, the IRSG Secretariat was
located in Wembley, a bit on the edge of the
mbber industry, especially in tenns of loca­
tion. During that period a change started in
terms of representation of mem bel' govern­
ments at IRSG meetings with more and more
countries sending experts from capital, while
the number of meetings was reduced. A new
logo and an improved website we re developed
and all interaction with members including
documents for meetings was done electroni- ,
cally.

In the middle of 2005, it became likely that
the IRSG I-leadquarters would have to move
out of the Uniteel Kingdom because the UK
wanted all activities regarding the IRSG to be
taken up by the EU. lt taak until early 2007

281 JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2010

wh en a decision was made to transfer the

IRSG Headquarters to Singapore. This
materialised on July 1, 2008. Only one of the
staff members could join me in the move to
Singapore.

The mbber industry started to experience
a perioeI of high mbber prices in 2005, which
brought about aelditional interest in statistics
and forecasts as weil as demands for the IRSG
Secretariat to come up with best possible
statistics anel forecasts. This was even more
serious wh en the financial and economic
crisis hit the mbber industry and prices
collapsed in 2008, shOltly aftel' the IRSG
moveel its Headquarters to Singapore. The
modelling system for foreclliJting production,
consumption and prices of natural ancl
synthetic mbber had to be adapteel drastically
to these extra-ordinary circumstances; this
took quite a bit of time and effort. Dwing the
five-year period of my tenure at IRSG, the
mbber industry changeel dramatically, e.g. the
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share of China in total rubber consumption
increased from 23% in 2005 to an estimated
35% in 2009 .

..
Could you briefly explain your major

contributions as the IRSG chief.

I would like to mention the following areas:

• When I became Secretmy General, the
lRSG had no fonnal forecasting capability.
There were some, consistent estimates as
to where the mbber economy would go in
terms of statistics, but there was no formal
mathematicaIly stmctured moeielling
system to proviele sets of forecasts. Having
done aIl this forecasting at the university
before, I could bring the forecasting model
to the lRSG, because the institute where I
useel to work was restmctured anel nobody
was available to maintain the modelling
system. Now the lRSG has a complete
moeieIling system nmning 1'01'forecasting
vehicles in use, sales and production, tyre
sales and production as weIl as consump-

tion anti proeluction of natural as weIl as
synthetic mbber.

• The improvenlCnt in forecasting anel the
resulting higher profile aml visibility of the
lRSG we re one of the main reasons why
membership in the Panel of Associates, the
industry members of the lRSG, roughly
doubled during my tenure.

• I am also velY satisfied with the smooth
relocation of mSG's ol1ïces from Wembley,
England, to Singapore, in 2008. That move
to an area closer to the centre of the mb­
bel' industry resulteel in the tUl'llover of
nearly the entire staff of six employees,
which includes three economists. While
this transition put a strain on the organisat­
ion, there was no significant interruption in
the output provieled by the new staff. Aftel'
the move, the new staff managed to further
improve the quality of the statistics and the
forecasts, not the least because of our
improveel proximity to and interaction with
many of the stakeholders.

• The output of the IRSG Secretmiat has also I

been streamlined with 4 times per year the
!lubbm' Statistical Bulletin and the Rubber

lllelusfry Report. The latter contains shOl1­
tenn forecasts: cUlTent year and next year.
1\\'0 times per year 10ng-tel1l1forecasts,
typically 10 years ahead, 1'01'NR mld SR
consumption and production as weIl as
their basis 1'01'vehicle and tyre sales anel
production forecasts are presented in the
Wor/cl Rubber llldustlY Outlooli.

• There is also more goverI1I11entinterest in
the IRSG. In 2006, India aml Nigeria
rejoined the IRSG. And earlier this year,
Indonesia decided it would again become a
membel', although that action still has not
officially taken place. In addition, Vietnam
has indicated its intention to join. China is
seriously consideling eloing so. In adelition,
t here is strong interest in Brazil, Cambo­
dia, the Philippines and Myanmar. This is
enhanced by the kind of analyses currently
provideel by the IRSG Secretaliat as weIl as
the proximity to countries in Asia. In the
near future, the European Union will also
be a fuIl membel', representing aIl EU
membel' states. Expanding membership
will blig about opp0l1unities to further
improve the quality of the elata and fore­
casting.

• FinaIly, during these five years, the IRSG
forged strong cooperation with the Asso­
ciation of Natural Rubber Producing
Countries (ANRPC) and the Intemational
Institute of Synthetic Rubber Producers
(IISRP) in tenl1S of data collection and
forecasting. Working together has provided
better quality of infomlation anel a more
consistent line of forecasting. It also
resolved the problem of these organisat­
ions coming up with different elata.

What are the measures taken by the
IRSG to sustain the rubber industry's
growth, especially in times of the global
economie recession?

The lRSG has as its mission to be the
authoritative source of statistical elata and

alJalysis rol' all aspects of the mbber industIy,
including production, consumption and traele
in mbber as weil as mbber products. The
seminal purpose of the Secretariat is to
prepare current estimates and analyse future
supply and demand trends, while unelertaking
statistical anel economic studies on specific
aspects of the indushy so as to continually
improve its value-added service to stakehold­
ers. Thererore, the IRSG should not be in­
volved in policy aelvice or in taking measures
affecting the rubber industlY's grO\\1h.
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However, if we apply a more pessimistic
scenario for world economic growth, assum­
ing an extended recession scenario, then the
growth rate of world rubber consumption is
expected to be 5.6% in 2010.

What are your views on the global
supply, consumption and demand trends

The project gives forecasts of for the longer term future?
consumption of natura! rubber For the longer tem1 futore, we expect that
and selected types of synthetic rubber consumption will continue to grow to

rubber. It is prepared on the basis of an ,around 30 million tonnes by 20J9 if the
expansion of the annua! modelused by the ,) optimistic scenario of the IMF will materialise.
IRSG with input in tem1S of data and expertise In an extended recession scenario, this wiJl be
from the IISRP. The foJlowing five major types around 29 million tonnes. China will continue
of SR are selected: to consume over 300Á>of rubber in the world.

. Styrene-butadiene rubber (SBR)

..•

How is the mutuaI co-operation be­
tween tbe IRSG and ANRPC working at
present? How has it benefited the global
rubber industry?

Strong cooperation between IRSG and
ANRPC was initiated in 2007. The first
ANRPC-IRSG joint workshop on Irnpmve­
ments in Statistics and Forecasting for the
Rubber Industry was held in Singapore in
January 2008 and the second joint workshop
was held from June 29 to July 1, 2009.
Progress, especiaJly at the second joint
workshop, was very good. A work plan at a
country level and at a bilatera! basis between
individua! countries and the IRSG and the
ANRPC was developed to enhance forecasts
of natura! rubber supply potential in relation
to planting and improvement in clones.

Meanwhile, a Task Force has been set up
between the International Rubber Research
and Development Board (IRRDB), the nationa!
Rubber Research Institutes, the ANRPC and
the IRSG on assessing the consequences of
climate change on natural rubber production.
It is quite likely that a possible third joint
workshop will include the aspect of quantify­
ing the influence of climate change on
natural rubber production as one of the main

topics.

What about the mutual co­

operation between the IRSG
and IISRP?

Mter some initial discussions
between the IRSG and the lISRP
in February 2005, it was envis­
aged that there were certain
activities in the sphere of statis­
tics and forecasts which could be
tackled jointly through aperiod
of close cooperation, to the
benefit of both organisations. It
was decided that a project
should be undertaken concemed
with medium-tem1 forecasts of
consumption of SR by type and,
foJlowing subsequent approval
by the members of each
organisation in late-2005, work
commenced.
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Polybutadiene rubber (BR)

Ethylene propylene diene monomer
rubber (EPDM)

Nitrile rubber (NBR)

Polychloroprene rubber (CR)

The project and its results fostered a
period of close cooperation between two
important bodies associated with tl1e world
rubber industry resulting in an additional and
valuable dimension to the statistical work
undertaken by the IRSG and the IISRP. The
first report with forecasts up to 2010 was
published in August 2006 and was much
appreciated by the industry. Annua! updates
are published in the middle of each year.

How do you visualise tbe prospeets of
the industry for the short-term, say, for
the next five years from now?

In 2008, rubber consumption was reduced
by 3.6%. The latest estimates ofthe IRSG, as of
December 2009, are for rubber consumption to
decline in 2009 by about 5.5 to 6%.These
forecasts nOIma!ly vary during the year, but
despite the turbulent circumstances, they have
been remarkably steady this time around: In
February our forecasts for 2009 was for a
decline of 6.4%, in April, we predicled a 7.0%
decline and in August, forecasts were for a
6.5% decline in 2009.

Our forecasts for 2010 are based on

perhaps somewhat optimistic forecasts of the
IMF for 2010. The IMF forecasts the world
economy to grow by 3.1% in 2010 and over 4%
for the years thereafter. This leads us to
forecast growth in rubber consumption in
2010 to reach over 11%which results in an

average growth over the years 2008-2010 of
less than 1%.In 2011, growth may reach
around 50/0-6%and afterwards, growth rates
will decline to about 2 to 3% during 2012
to 2015.
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