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Choosing, using & abusing timber frame

Professor Michael Benfield PhD tells us more...

Myths & misunderstandings
Everybody knows about timber frame these days, don’t they?
After all, it is so simple and easy to use that anyone can do it,
can’t they?
What’s all the fuss about, and why does it cost so much money?
Well, like so many other things, there are truths, untruths and -
perhaps most importantly — many misunderstandings
in all of these ‘suppositions’.

Rethinking the designers role
First let’s take a look at the way Off-Site MMC, CDM, and
Site Waste are changing the way we design and think about building
any structure. A major need here is to rethink the task of the designer
-whether an architect, surveyor, engineer, technician, or whatever
-from designing something that will be incrementally built onsite,
to designing for manufacture as an entity.

Today, Off-Site factory production requires the design to be fully
worked out, with components fully detailed before it is released
for production.

Is your design “buildable?”

This also means it must be fully dimensioned and completely
‘buildable’ before the job commences. No longer can designs
or dimensions be changed as work progresses.

Gone are the days of working out finer points of detail with the
chippies and brickies on site. Everything must be fully determined
in advance - something that in my experience all too few people
can do.

Value engineering

But if clients are to be given best value for money, with projects ‘value
engineered’ to improve quality and performance as well as delivery,

it goes much further than this. It requires designers to have a
comprehensive knowledge of industry standard components, sizes

and specifications.

Then it needs them to have knowledge of the manufacturing and
assembly processes and to work with those responsiblefor these as
integrated members of an industrial team.



The new reality

While this may fly in the face of those who, for example, have been
trained to control, lead and demand compliance from others engaged
to interpret their masterpieces, this is the face of the new reality.

So, for example, at a basic level where timber frame is to be the
structure employed, the architectural designer should concern him/
herself with the standard board sizes to be used for sheathing. This
becomes more readily apparent when, for instance, a wall panel
height of 2750mm is specified. If the standard sheathing board size is
either 2400 or 2700, and the stud timber lengths available are 4800 or
5400, it becomes clear that massive amounts of material are about to
be wasted.

Minimising waste

This says nothing of the waste labour in extra cutting, sorting
and scrapping out - all of which could have been avoided if
the architectural designer had engaged with the timber frame
manufacturer before putting ‘his line’ on paper (or screen).

Strategic specification

Other examples of things that today’s industrialised building design
teams need to consider include moisture and dimension stabilised
timber, to minimise movement and post completion snagging,
together with appropriate selection of sheathing or decking boards,
like OSB as possibly a more suitable as well as lower cost replacement
for ply.

Then there’s the issue of insulation and the potential for cold
bridging. Should I-beam studs be used, with all the complications
how to fill the internal ‘I’ gaps at panel bases, heads and junctions:
or would an alternative twin wall frame systems be more effective?

Considering the planet

How should sustainably sourced timber be specified, e.qg. FSC?

Most people can supply this, but if a full ‘Chain of Custody Certificate’
is required very few manufacturers are able to provide this. It also
costs more, but it does show your project as being sensibly and
sustainably ‘Green’, if that’s what your client and you want.

Correct detailing
Another important consideration is the extent of detailing - what is
and is not required. TRADA, for example, has an excellent set of timber

frame details that could save extensive time and trouble in this area,
as well as delivering tried, tested and simplifies results.

Wood - Earth’s only renewable building material
Timber frame has come a long way in recent years. With 6to 8
storey blocks being increasingly common place, and even 25 storey
‘massive wood’ structures already on the drawing board, use of wood
- the only renewable building material on earth, as well as one of the
best insulators - is rapidly becoming a preferred as well as main
stream construction method.

But to get the best results, timber industry specialists need to be
integrated as full partners in the design team at the earliest possible
opportunity.

About

Often recognised for his somewhat controversial view, Dr
Benfield is MD of leading UK Timber Frame Engineers Benfield
ATT Group and visiting Professor of Civil & Construction
Engineering Research with the University of Wales Newport.
Until recently he sat on the HBF Wales Executive and the national
New Homes Marketing Board. He was also inaugural Chair of

Wood Knowledge Wales.

For further information visit www.benfieldattgroup.co.uk
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