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The Developement of Pinus Radiata Timber for House Building

New Zealand Forest Research Institute
R.T. Fenton

The extensive use of Pinus radiata for house construction began from about 1952-
1955 in New Zealand and about five years later in Australia. Use is still restric
-ted in Chile.

In New Zealand until then house-building timber had been of high-grade indigenous
softwoods. These had relatively few knots, were very slow-grown(usually 12-20
rings per cm.) and of high density. They were,however,hard to nail and sometimes
split badly. The substitution of the fast-grown,knotty, largely sapwood exotic
timber was achieved with difficulty, especially in convincing the specifying Local
and Loan Authorities.

The New Zealand Pinus radiata was, and still is, sawn from unpruned and unthinned
plantations. These were mainly planted in 1926-1933,and are getting steadily older
This means they are increasingly suitable for framing(50 mm thick)timber,and less
suitable for board(25 mm thick)uses. So radiata pine succeeded on the domestic
market as a substitute for house framing,but its main defects,knots,were generally
too bad to allow it to be used widely for boards. So exterior house sheathing
("weatherboard”) and flooring market have been largely lost to sawn wood; brick and
particleboard being the main substitutes, Knotty board grades have been good
enough for undemanding end-uses, for example as shelving. In Australia, it is
sometimes used for bedroom floors. The younger (25-30 years old) timber in Chile
is more widely used as 25 mm than as 50 mm timber.

Large , integrated pulp, paper and sawmills opened in New Zealand in 1962-1968,
and now these produce 66 % of all sawn timber ( or in other large sawmills linked
to them). But these has been little improvement in grades produced. So most
timber exports are low grade,and volumes are below those planned. 1In 1970, less
than 600 m3 of framing was exported. This has increased recently, and kiln-dried
timber is now sold in Australia.

In New Zealand and Chile 90% of the logs are from clearfellings, but most
Australian logs are from thinnings. In New Zealand all exotic timber for house
building has to be preservative-treated, largely against insects. But framing
timber is unseasoned. Australia radiata pine, by contrast, is largely kiln-dried,
but not presevative-treated, ( when used out of the ground). Most Chile timber is
used in air-dried, but not treated, in buildings.

In New Zealand, big changes will occur after 1985-1990, when the old plantations are

replaced by post-war onez. Some better,knot free, board grades will be produced
from pruned butt-logs ( 0 to 5.5 mm ), and generally knots will be live. But
framing grades will be poorer as log sizes will be smaller, with a higher % of knots
per unit volume. The younger trees will be of lower density and have a higher
proportion of inferior core-wood. ., The hest potential for quality framing grades
will be from the outer wood of the second and third logs ( from 5 to 16 meters up
the tree ). It will be necessary to kiln-dry and stress-grade export framing to



be competitive against wood from virgin forest resources. Perhaps 15-20% of total
production will be of this grade. Chile potential is similar.

In Austrajia, plantation age will be 50+years, instead of 25-30 as in New Zealand
and Chile. Framing grade potential will be higher, at increased cost. Board(25mm)
grades will be of low quality,as most knots will be dead.

The most promising utilisation of the unpruned logs of the younger plantations
will be as finger jointed material: as structural grade plywood, and in framing
methods not based on 50x200 sizes.

In New Zealand radiata pine (generally in knot free grades) has become the main
species used for furnituye. Australia and Chile still have native hardwoods, which

are preferred there.

Future developments could be more factory-produced houses, with pre-cutting,
kiln-drying, and pre-fabrication ( such as now occurs in roof trusses) all increasing.
bevelopment of and/or application of decorative or clear surfaces would help sustain

board uses.
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