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How Do Builders Rate Wood In Intensive Residential Developments?
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In conjunction with the Auckland Regional Council Forest Research recently conducted a study on builders�
perceptions of high-density housing and the adequacy of existing building systems to meet the needs of intensive
residential construction. While the interview sample was relatively small it was representative of the different roles of
people involved in this type of construction and the process provided valuable insights into the future placement of
wood in the construction of intensive housing.  Builders suggest that the ideal timber-based wall system needs to
incorporate the following characteristics:
• Easy and quick to erect;
• Excellent/improved acoustic and thermal insulation performance;
• Durable;
• Stable, thus minimising movement within the building;
• Fire-rating credibility.

Fourteen people were interviewed. These people were selected because they had been involved in at least one of nine
intensive residential developments in Auckland that are currently being studied by the Auckland Regional Council. The
interviewees included building overseers, builders, site managers, site engineers and project managers. Our interview
process was designed to elicit their views on the advantages and disadvantages of using wood products in comparison
to non-wood products in intensive residential construction and thus areas where wood products could be improved for
this type of development.

In terms of the scale of development, our interviewees were generally comfortable with the scale of medium intensity
residential developments. Those with a background in the building trades were, however, more likely to prefer working
on the smaller projects while one of the company directors preferred larger scale projects because of the profits that
could be made. The study developments did not seem to create excessive problems that were not found in other types of
developments. Traffic was an issue in the developments in already built-up areas while there was general recognition of
the need to carefully plan the building schedule to avoid causing logistical problems - such as getting blocked in a small
area with no room to move.

Timber movement, particularly in kiln dried timber due to changes in moisture content (either up or down) was
mentioned in many cases as a problem on these developments and in others � especially by the builders and site
managers. Timber movement affected the finish of buildings causing problems with nail peaking and popping in
plasterboard, wall straightness, squeaky floors and playing a role in cracking of the exterior plasterwork etc. Rotting of
timber framing due to water ingress behind plaster exteriors was also been found to be a problem. There was general
recognition that problems with timber rotting and plaster cracking were more related to the design of the buildings,
particularly the lack of eaves, tricky roofline detailing and on occasions poor workmanship.

Timber-frame was found to have been used predominantly in all developments for interior and exterior wall framing
and for roof structures. Concrete had a monopoly on ground floors and, while timber and particleboard were mainly
used for suspended floors, there was some application of concrete slab technologies. For party walls, where sound
insulation was important, the use of blockwork was almost equal to the use of timber framing
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Examples of intensive residential development

When we asked what sorts of materials the interviewees would prefer to use for a hypothetical typical intensive
residential development we found that timber was still the overall favoured material for wall framing and roofing. The
interviewees generally preferred timber because it was “what they know” and is straightforward to work with. However
a number of interviewees expressed interest in using tilt slab or lightweight concrete technologies for suspended floors,
party walls and load bearing walls.  This was due to it’s perceived better performance than timber systems for sound
insulation, the fact that it was perceived to be easier to achieve acoustic performance standards, as well as being
durable, stable and fireproof.  As could be expected, once familiar with a product builders were reluctant to change
products. The risk for timber here is that if timber performs poorly resulting in some loss of market share it would be
difficult to regain the market.

When ranking different materials for their performance in wall framing, timber frame was the overall preferred
material. In fact 10 out of the 13 people interviewed ranked timber as their most preferred material. Timber was ranked
highly for being a safe, flexible and easy to use material. Surprisingly, blockwork and tilt slab were rated better for
thermal insulation, in addition to acoustic insulation and the quality of finish. For suspended floor structures tilt slab
rated highly for thermal and acoustic insulation performance and it was ranked as the overall most preferred material.

Not surprisingly a significant number of our interviewees thought that concrete and tilt slab pose the biggest threat to
timber while the moisture related problem of kiln dried timber was a major issue that needed to be addressed. On a
positive note, timber is still the most preferred building material and a large proportion of the interviewees felt that
there were no viable alternatives. This does not mean that the timber industry can afford to be complacent about the
position of wood. Failure to address these key performance issues facing timber products would be detrimental to the
timber industry. Many of the interviewees prefer timber because it is the product that they are most familiar with, while
concrete based products are increasingly being used in intensive housing as they are perceived to be superior for
durability, fire-resistance, and thermal and acoustic insulation.


