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Abstract 

Conventionally, Hollow Concrete Block (Hcb) Is Produced From Ordinary Portland Cement (Opc) And Pumice 

Aggregate In Adama Town-Ethiopia. This Study Aims To Improve The Performance Of Conventional Hollow 

Concrete Blocks Through The Use Of Alternative Aggregate (Pumice-Scoria Blend). A Two-Phased Experimental 

Study Was Conducted Where Initially The Physical Properties Of The Two Aggregates Were Tested And An 

Appropriate Pumice-Scoria Blend Was Investigated. The Result From The First Phase Of The Study Showed That 

The Conventional Pumice Aggregate Is Poorly Graded, While The New Blend Containing 60% Coarser Pumice And 

40% Finer Scoria (P60-S40) Is A Well-Graded Aggregate. In The Second Phase Of The Study, Two Groups Of Hcb 

Samples Were Produced Using Conventional And Blended Aggregates With 1:8 Cement To Aggregate And 1:6 Water 

To Cement Ratios. Samples Were Cured And Tested For Their Standard Properties At The Age Of 28 Days As Per 

Astm C140/C140m–20 Procedures. The Test Results Showed Compressive Strength, Density, And Water Absorption 

Of Conventional Blocks As 1.56 Mpa, 1066.60 Kg/M3, 26.17%, Respectively; Whereas The Corresponding Result 

For The Improved Block Was 3.51 Mpa, 1181.85 Kg/M3, And 20.57%. As Noted From The Result, The Use Of P60-

S40 Improved The Compressive Strength Of Conventional Hcb By More Than 100%. And From The Result, It Can 

Be Concluded That Hcb Producers In Adama Town Can Improve The Strength Of The Conventional Hcb By Using 

P60-S40 Aggregate Instead Of The Poorly Graded Conventional Pumice Aggregate.  

Keywords: Conventional Hollow Concrete Block; Improved Hollow Concrete Block; Pumice; Scoria; Blended 

Aggregate. 

1. Introduction 

Modern Housing Construction In Ethiopia Uses Hollow Concrete Block (Hcb) As Walling Material. As Per Ethiopian 

Standard, There Are Four Classes Of Hcb Namely: Class A, B, C, And D. Class A To C Are Used For Load-Bearing 

Walls While Class D Is Used For Non-Load Bearing Walls [1]. This Widely Used Walling Material Is Produced From 

Ordinary Portland Cement (Opc) Or Pozzolana Portland Cement (Ppc) And Pumice Aggregate. Pumice Aggregate Is 

Conventionally Used For Hcb Manufacturing In Ethiopia, Particularly In Adama Town. Most Hcb Producers In 

Adama Town Use Unprocessed Pumice Aggregates For Hcb Production.  

Many Studies Mentioned Pumice And Scoria Are Volcanic Minerals With Different Engineering Applications. These 

Volcanic Minerals Are Mainly Used In The Production Of Cement, Concretes, Geo-Polymers, Ceramics, Low-Grade 

Refractory Materials, Lunar Soil Simulants, And Adsorbents [2]. These Volcanic Minerals Are Used As An Aggregate 

For Lightweight Concrete And Concrete Block Production. Apart From These Natural Aggregates, Various 

Alternative Materials Are Used As Aggregate In Concrete Block Manufacturing. For Instance, Industrial Wastes Such 

As Blast Furnace Slag Were Used As Lightweight Aggregate [3]; The Test Results On The Compressive Strength, 

Water Absorption, And Density Of These Blocks Showed A Better Mechanical And Cost Performance As Compared 

To The Conventional Block Produced From Conventional Materials. Kumar Studied The Load-Bearing Capacity And 

Moisture Absorption Of Masonry Blocks Made Of Recycled Aggregates Obtained From Concrete And Brick Along 

With Pozzolanic Cementing Materials [4]. As Per The Test Results Of 28 Days Compressive Strength And Density, 

Kumar Confirmed That Both Results Were Found To Fulfill The Minimum Standard Requirements. Besides, An 

Experimental Study Was Conducted On The Performance Of Concrete Blocks Produced By Partial Replacement Of 
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Natural Aggregates (Na) And Ordinary Portland Cement With Glass Cullet (Gc) Or Construction Demolition 

Aggregate (Cda), And The Sewage Sludge Ash (Ssa) Respectively [5]. After Testing The Physio-Mechanical 

Properties Of The Samples, The Result Confirmed That The Block Made By Partial Replacement Of Opc With 20% 

Of Ssa And Na With Over 50% Of Gc Had Satisfactory Strength. Sabia Also Studied The Performance Of Load-

Bearing Cb Which Was Produced By Replacing All-Natural Aggregate With Recycled Aggregates From Construction 

Demolition (Cd) Wastes [6]. The Test Results Of Compressive Strength At The Age Of 28 Days Revealed That Blocks 

Made From Cd Aggregate Were Weaker Than Those Produced From Natural Aggregates. However, Sabia Pointed 

Out 85 Percent Of Cb Made From Cd Aggregates Was Found To Comply With The Minimum Tanzanian Standard 

Requirement. A Study On Concrete Blocks Produced From Geo-Polymers, Such As Fly Ash Or Blast Furnace Slag 

Showed That The Production Process Consumed Less Energy And Low Cost In Terms Of Raw Materials [7]. More 

Composites From Industrial Wastes, Such As Steel Slag, Granite Waste, Building Demolished Concrete, Were Used 

For The Production Of Concrete Blocks [8].  

2. Aim Of The Study And Research Questions. 

This Experimental Study Aimed To Improve The Performance Of Conventional Hcb Through The Use Of Alternative 

Aggregate. The Alternative Aggregate Is Made From Pumice And Scoria; Pumice And Scoria Are Volcanic Materials 

Found In Many Parts Of The Ethiopian Rift Valley Including Adama Town And Its Outskirts. The Study Will Answer 

The Following Research Questions: Does The Pumice Aggregate Used In The Conventional Hcb Production (Used 

By The Producer In The Case Study) Fulfill Es Or Astm Standard Requirements? Is The Conventional Hcb Produced 

From Pumice Aggregate Satisfies Es/Astm Standard Requirement? Can We Produce An Alternative Aggregate From 

A Blend Of Pumice And Scoria Which Can Improve The Performance Of Hcb Relative To Conventional Hcb?   

3. Method And Materials 

This Experimental Research Was Conducted In Two Phases; The First Phase Was About The Physical 

Characterization Of Pumice And Scoria Aggregate Aiming To Understand Their Physical Properties For A Better 

Combination In The Blending Process.  And In The Second Stage Of The Experiment, A Comparative Study On The 

Performance Of Conventional And Improved Blocks Manufactured From Conventional And Blended Aggregates Was 

Conducted.  

The Project Area (Adama Town) Is Located In The Refit Valley Where Pumice And Scoria Are Abundantly Available. 

Scoria Was Collected From Quarries Nearby To Adama Town, While Pumice Was Sampled From The Stockpile Of 

Local Hcb Producers. The Quarries For Pumice And Scoria Are Located At 18km And 8km From The Local Hcb 

Producers In Adama Town. Ordinary Portland Cement (Opc) And Tap Water Were Used For The Production Of Both 

Conventional And Improved Hollow Concrete Blocks.  

3.1 Study On The Aggregate Materials. 

The Study Proposed The Combined Use Of Scoria And Pumice Aggregate For The Production Of An Improved Hcb. 

Before The Use Of The Two Aggregates For Blending, Tests Were Conducted On The Physical Properties Of The 

Aggregates Aiming To Understand Their Properties For A Better Combination In The Blend. Both Aggregates Were 

Sampled And Reduced To Test Sizes As Per Astm D75 Practice And C702 Procedure. Physical Properties Including 

The Grading, Average Grain Size, Fineness Modulus (Fm), Dry Loose Bulk Density, And Water Absorption Were 

Determined Based On Standard Procedures As Depicted On Astm [9-11]. The Grading, Dry Loose Bulk Densities, 

And Water Absorption Test Results Were Summarized And Compared With Astm C127, C331, C331m Requirements 

For Light Aggregates; The Comparison Is Summarized In Table 1.1 Below.   
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Figure1.1 Pumice And Scoria Aggregate, And Laboratory Tests On Their Physical Properties 

Table 1.1 Comparison Of Physical Properties With Astm C127, C331, C331m Requirements  

Sieve 

Size 

Gradation 

 (% Passing) 

Dry Loose Bulk Density 

 (Kg/M3) 

Water Absorption 

 (%) 

Pumice Scoria Astm Pumice               Scoria          Astm Pumice   Scoria    Astm 

9.50mm 

4.75mm 

37.61 

23.94 

4.03 

14.64 

0 - 2 

0 - 10 

341 

410 

785 

929 

Max. 

880 

23.22 10.97 5 – 25 

2.36mm 

1.18mm 

600µm 

300µm 

150µm 

Pan 

18.58 

10.35 

5.04 

2.57 

1.90 

0 

24.85 

20.83 

13.85 

10.12 

6.39 

5.30 

15 - 35 

15 - 35 

5 - 20 

5 - 15 

5 - 15 

8 - 20 

467 

543 

674 

868 

869 

872 

965 

996 

1030 

1033 

1035 

1046 

 

 

Max. 

1120 

 

 

 

 

Na 

 

 

Na 

 

 

Na 

(Na - Not Applicable, Max. - Maximum) 

As Per The Comparison Of Dry Loose Bulk Densities Of The Aggregates With Astm Standard Requirements, Both 

Pumice And Scoria Aggregates Satisfied Astm Requirements For The Lightweight Aggregates. In Addition, The 

Water Absorption Properties Of Both Pumice And Scoria Aggregates Are Found Within The Astm Limits. However, 

Both Pumice And Scoria Aggregates Do Not Comply With Astm Grading Requirements For Lightweight Aggregates. 

The Average Grain Size Or Fineness Modulus (Fm), And The Weighted Average Dry Loose Bulk Densities Were 

Computed. Accordingly, The Average Grain Sizes Of Pumice And Scoria Were 5.22mm (Fm =5.22) And 3.83mm 

(Fm= 3.83mm), Respectively. In Addition, Pumice And Scoria Have Weighted Average Dry Loose Bulk Densities 

Of 442.16 And 983.59 Kg/M3, Respectively. 

3.2 Appropriate Pumice-Scoria Blending Ratio. 

As Noted From Results On The Dry Loose Bulk Density And Grading Tests, The As Quarried Pumice Is Coarser And 

Lighter Than Scoria. From A Structural Point Of View, It Is Advantageous To Produce A Lighter Concrete Block For 

The Reduction Of Dead Load In The Building Structure. Hence, To Produce Lighter Hcb, Blending Was Done Using 

Coarser Pumice And Finer Scoria In Line With Their Natural Gradings. Initially, Before Planning The Blending 

Process, Both Pumice And Scoria Aggregates Were Screened And Sorted To Different Sizes Using The Astm Standard 

Sieve Sizes.  

Five Trial Aggregate Blending Scenarios Were Proposed Complying With The Astm Grading Requirement For Lwa 

(Column 3, Table 1.2 Below).  The Five Trial Blending Scenarios (On A Volumetric Basis) Are Designated As P30-

S70, P40-S60, P50-S50, P60-S40, And P70-S30. In The Designation Of Trial Blending Scenarios, The Letters “P” 

And “S” Stand For Pumice And Scoria, Whereas The Number Following The Letters Refers To Their Percentage (For 

Instance P30-S70 Stands For 30% Pumice And 70% Scoria Within Their Size Ranges). The Minimum Percentage Of 

Pumice In The Blend (30%) Was Decided Based On The Sum Of The Minimum Range Of Sizes Specified On The 

Astm Suggested Grading Shown In Table 1.2 Below. Those Five Trial Blends Contained 30%, 40%, 50%, 60%, And 

70% Of Coarser Pumice Aggregate Retained On Sieves 9.5mm, 4.75mm, 2.36mm,1.18mm, And 70%,60%,50%,40%, 

And 30% Of Fine Scoria Aggregate Retained On Sieves 600µm, 300 µm, 150 µm And Pan Respectively. All Five 

Blending Scenarios Were Checked For Complying With Astm C331 /C331m−17 Grading Requirement. 

 

Table 1.2 Blending Scenarios And Astm-C331/C331m–17 Suggested Grading Requirement  

Aggregate 

Type 

Sieve 

Size 

Astm  

Suggested  

Grading 

Percentage Pumice - Scoria In The Blend (%) 

P30-S70 P40-S60 P50-S50 P60-S40 P70-S30 

 

Pumice 

9.5mm 0-2 0 1 1 2 2 

4.75mm 0-10 0 7 8 8 10 

2.36mm 15-35 15 16 21 25 29 

1.18mm 15-35 15 16 20 25 29 

 

 

Scoria 

600µm 5-20 20 18 16 11 8 

300 µm 5-15 15 13 12 11 7 

150 µm 5-15 15 13 12 10 7 

Pan 8-20 20 16 10 8 8 
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Using Opc And The Trial Blended Aggregates, Five Groups Of 15cmx15cmx15cm Concrete Cubes Were Molded 

With 1:8 Cement To Aggregate And 1:5 Water To Cement Ratios. After Proper Curing, The 28 Days Compressive 

Strengths Of Three Cubes From Each Group Were Tested, And The Results Of Each Unit And Their Average 

Compressive Strengths Are Summarized In Table1.3 Below. 

 
Figure 1.1 Compressive Strength Testing For Cube Samples 

 

 

 Table 1.3 Compressive Strength Of Cubes Produced With Five Aggregate Blending Scenarios ()  

  

 

Comparing The Compressive Strengths Of Cubes Produced With The Five Trail Blending Scenarios, The Blend With 

60% Coarser Pumice And 40% Finer Scoria(P60-S40) Gave The Maximum Compressive Strength For The Constant 

Cement-Aggregate And Water-Cement Ratios. Accordingly, P60-S40 Is Chosen As The Appropriate Binary 

Aggregate That Could Be Used For The Production Of Hcb. 

4. Production Of Hollow Concrete Block. 

This Section Presented The Production And Tests On Conventional And Improved Hcbs Produced From Conventional 

Pumice Aggregate And The Blended Aggregate Respectively. Two Groups Of Hcbs (Each Group Consisting Of Six- 

Hcb Units) Were Manufactured Using Opc. The First Group Of Hcb Was Produced Using Opc And Unprocessed 

Pumice Aggregate, While The Second Group Was Manufactured From Opc And P60-S40 (Blended Aggregate). 

 4.1 Hollow Concrete Block Production And Curing. 

Although A Suitable Cement To Aggregate Ratio Has To Be Obtained By Testing Trial Cement To Aggregate Ratios, 

The Study Used A Constant 1:8 Ratio Which Is Used By The Local Hcb Producer. In Addition, Constant Water To 

Cement Ratio Of 1:6 Was Used Where The Moisture Content Of The Mix Was Continuously Checked If Adjustments 

Were Required To Compensate For The Amount Of Water Added. The Pre-Blended Aggregates Were Mixed In A 

Dry State Using A Mechanical Mixer; Water Was Added And The Mechanical Mixing Process Continued Until A 

Uniform Mixture Was Obtained.  The Uniform Mixture Was Placed Into The Block Molding Machine Having An 

Internal Dimension Of 40cm X 20cm X 15cm And Mechanically Vibrated For Adequate Compaction. After Adequate 

Cube  

Sample 

No 

28 Days Compressive Strength Of Cube Units Produced With Trial Aggregates 

 (Kn/Mm2) 

P30-S70 P40-S60 P50-S50 P60-S40 P70-S30 

1 7.00 7.20 7.64 8.39 8.17 

2 7.29 8.30 8.23 8.22 8.02 

3 7.76 7.99 8.39 8.32 7.92 

Average 7.35 7.83 8.09 8.31 8.04 
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Compaction Of Samples, Blocks Were De-Molded And Laid In The Open Air For Curing By Spraying Water Twice 

A Day For 28 Days. 

4.2 Hollow Concrete Block Tests. 

At The Age Of 28 Days, Each Block Specimen Was Checked And Tested For The Standard Properties. Those 

Properties Include Deviation From Standard Dimensions, Density, Water Absorption, And Compressive Strength. The 

Sampling And Testing Were Conducted As Per Astm And Ethiopian Standard (Es) Methods Including Sampling And 

Testing Concrete Masonry Units Astm Standards [9-15], Es 2310:2005 [16-17], And Laboratory Manual For Testing 

Materials [18]. Regarding The Number Of Samples To Be Tested, Both Astm And Es Specified Three Full-Sized 

Units With Similar Configuration And Dimensions Except For Compressive Strength And Nominal Dimensions. The 

Test Results Would Be Reported As The Average Of Results From Three Samples. But For Checking Deviations 

From The Standard Dimension, All Blocks (Six Blocks From Each Group) Were Checked And The Results Were 

Reported As The Average Of All. Besides, The Ethiopian Standard (Es 2310:2005) Specified The Number Of Samples 

To Be Tested For Compressive Strength Is Six Units, And The Test Results Would Be Reported As The Average Of 

Results From Six Samples.  

 
                                Figure 1.4 Hcb Production And Testing In A Laboratory  

4. Results And Discussion. 

The Study On The Performance Improvement Of The Hollow Concrete Block Was Conducted In Two Phases. In The 

First Phase The Appropriate Pumice–Scoria Blending Ratio Was Determined Which Could Be Used For Hcb 

Production In The Second Phase. Before Planning For The Aggregate Blending, The Properties Of Unprocessed 

Pumice And Scoria Were Investigated. Series Of Tests Were Conducted To Determine The Grading, Average Grain 

Size (Fineness Modulus), Loose Dry Bulk Density, And Water Absorption Properties Of Pumice And Scoria. As Per 

The Dry Loose Bulk Density And Water Absorption Test Results And Astm Suggestions, Both Aggregates Were 

Classified Under Lightweight Aggregates With Poor Grading Properties. Both Pumice And Scoria Did Not Fulfill 

Astm Grading Requirements For Lightweight Aggregates Used For Hcb Production. The Average Grain Size Of 

Pumice Was Found To Be Larger Than That Of Scoria Implying Pumice Is Relatively Coarser Than Scoria. In 

Addition, Scoria Was Denser With Less Water Absorption Property As Compared To Porous Pumice. Based On The 

Average Grain Sizes And Dry Loose Bulk Density Of The Two Aggregates, Blending Scenarios Were Suggested 

Following Their Natural Grading. Accordingly, Five Trial Blending Scenarios Were Proposed From Coarser Pumice 

And Finer Scoria, All Blends Fulfilling Astm Grading Requirements. 

The Five Trial Blended Aggregates Were Used To Produce Concrete Cubes Using Opc Cement, 1:8 Cement To 

Aggregate, And 1:5 Water To Cement Ratios. Three Units Of 15cmx15cmx15cm Cubes Were Molded For Each 

Aggregate Blending Scenario Where The Compressive Strengths Of Cubes Were Tested At The 28 Days Age. Test 

Results On The Compressive Strength Of Cube Samples Revealed That A Blend Of 60% Coarser Pumice And 40% 

Finer Scoria (P60-S40) Gave The Maximum Compressive Strength. Accordingly, The Blended Aggregate Coded 
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With P60-S40 Was Selected As The Appropriate Binary Aggregates To Be Used For The Improved Hcb Production 

In Phase Two.  

In The Second Phase Of The Experimental Study, Two Groups Of Hcbs Were Manufactured, One Group Using 

Conventional Pumice Aggregate And Opc, And The Second Group From P60-S40 Blended Aggregate And Opc.  

Following The Standard Production And Test Procedures For Concrete Block, Hcb Samples Were Molded, Cured, 

And Tested For The Four Standard Properties At The Age Of 28days. According To The Test Results Except For 

Compressive Strength, Conventional Hcb Satisfied The All-Ethiopian Standard (Es2310:2005) Requirement For Non-

Load Bearing Hcb. But It Does Not Satisfy The Minimum Compressive Strength Requirement (2n/Mm2) For Non-

Load Bearing Hcb As Per Ethiopian Standard.  However, The Improved Hcb Produced With The Blended Aggregate 

Fulfilled The All-Ethiopian Standard (Es2310:2005) Requirement For Non-Load Bearing Hcb. Moreover, The 

Compressive Strength Of Improved Hcb Was Found To Be 2.25 Times The Compressive Strength Of Conventional 

Hcb.  

The Pumice Aggregates Used By The Local Hcb Producer In Adama Town Do Not Comply With Astm-

C331/C331m–17 Grading Requirement For Lightweight Aggregates; This Is The Major Reason For The Lower 

Compressive Strength Of The Conventional Block. The Summary Of Test Results For The Conventional Block (Hcb-

0) And Improved Block (Hcb-1), And Comparison Of Results With American, Indian, And Ethiopian Standard Values 

Are Presented In Table 1.5 Below. 

Table 1.5. Summary Of Test Results Compared With American, Indian, And Ethiopian Standards 

Physical 

Properties 

Hcb  

Type 

Average 

Test Results 

Standard Specification Values  

For Non-Load Bearing Hcb 

Astm Is  Es  

Compressive 

Strength 

(N/ Mm2) 

Hcb-0 1.56  

3.50 

 

1.5 

 

2.0 Hcb-1 3.51 

Density 

 (Kg/M3) 

Hcb-0 1066.60  

< 1682 

 

1000-1500 

 

900-1200 Hcb-1 1181.85 

Water Absorption  

(%) 

Hcb-0 26.17  

30-40 

 

10 

 

30 Hcb-1 20.57 

Min. Web Thickness 

(Mm) 

Hcb-0 28  

12.7  

 

25 

 

25 Hcb-1 28 

Min. Face Shell 

Thickness 

 (Mm) 

Hcb-0 30  

12.7  

 

25 

 

25 Hcb-1 30 

Deviation Of 

Dimension From 

Nominal Values 

(Mm) 

Hcb-0 0  

± 3.18 

 

± 3 To ±5 

 

± 5 Hcb-1 0 

Percentage Of Solid 

Volume 

Hcb-0 63  

Na 

 

50-75 

 

50-75 Hcb-1 63 

 

5. Conclusion  

From The Physical Characterization Tests On The Conventional Pumice Aggregate, The Local Hcb Producers In 

Adama Town Are Using Poorly Graded Aggregate That Does Not Fulfill Astm Suggested Grading Requirements. As 

A Result Of The Poor Aggregate Grading, The Compressive Strength Of Conventional Hcb Produced Using This 

Unprocessed Aggregate Is Much Lower Than The Minimum Standard Requirement. Hence, The Study Suggests 

Processing The As Quarried Pumice Aggregate Before Use In The Conventional Hcb Production Is Required. 

However, The Use Of Pumice-Scoria Blended Aggregate (P60-S40) Is Much Preferable As It Improves The 

Compressive Strength Of Hcb By More Than 100%. And The Study Concluded That Hcb Producers In Adama Can 

Improve The Strength Of Their Product, Hcb, By Using Either A Blended Pumice-Scoria (P60-S40) Aggregate 

Without Much Processing Or A Processed Pumice Aggregate Fulfilling Astm Grading Requirement.  
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