
 - 1 - 

 

 TANNIN 
 

 

Background 

 On occasion, a dark brown or black substance is seen coming from engineered wood 

fiber and mulch. The substance can have the appearance of oil and is particularly noticeable 

when water is present. Typically it is seen during and after a rain shower.  

 

What is it? 

 The dark brown or black substance has been tested and found to be tannin. Tannins are 

naturally occurring plant polyphenols and are found in bark, wood, leaves, fruit, roots and 

seeds. Tannins bond readily with proteins and have been used medicinally, in the food industry 

and in the making of leather. Most plants, including edible fruits and nuts, naturally contain 

tannins. For example, tannins are found in grapes, blueberries, chocolate, red wine, coffee and 

tea. They produce a bitter or astringent taste or reaction, particularly in unripe fruit. As the fruit 

ripens, its tannin content diminishes. With regard to the constituents of wood, tannins are 

considered to be an extractive since they can be removed from the wood with water or other 

solvents. Tannins are typically found in higher concentrations in bark and leaves compared to 

the wood. Tannins vary by plant part, species, growth conditions and other factors.  

 

Is it safe? 

 Externally, unless it is in very high concentrations, it is considered to be harmless. A 

sample of liquid runoff from WoodCarpet has been tested. A copy of the test results are 

attached. The ph was found to be in the normal range of drinking water. Tannin is considered 

to be a mild irritant to the eyes and skin. If ingested, it may cause some gastrointestinal 

discomfort. Persons with pre-existing skin, eye, kidney, liver or respiratory problems may be 

more susceptible to the effects. 

 

What can I do about it? 

 When installing a new playground surface, the most important thing to do is to install 

an adequate drainage system. As the rain water gradually washes the tannin out of the wood, it 

will carry it into the drainage system and into the soil in a similar fashion to that which 

happens on a forest floor. Over time, the tannin content will gradually diminish as rain water 

washes it out of the wood. Please see our job specifications for more information on drainage 

systems. 
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