Editor’s Note: We have heard
from many readers on the topic of
lumber quality. SBC Magazine does
not have the ability to provide a solu-
tion for any type of quality issues. Yet
we believe it is important to define
the points of view as they have been
relayed to us. The information pre-
sented in this article was taken from
recent interviews with lumber produc-
ers and component manufacturers. In
the comments that follow, we have
purposely left out specific lumber
species; we are referring generally to
all lumber being sold to and used in
component manufacturing.
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E ’o you find yourself talking about lumber quality more now than you did a

couple years ago? You aren’t alone. Concern over the quality of softwood
lumber is an emerging topic for the industry, regardless of whether it's MSR or
visually graded.

We were asked to speak with companies to get their perspectives on the issue and
share it with SBC readers to help the industry gain greater insight. Note that their
views represent a small sample of people that have many years of industry experi-
ence, yet are not intended to be representative of the entire industry. Here are their
five top concerns of component manufacturers on one hand and lumber producers/
suppliers on the other hand.

Top 5 Component Manufacturer Lumber Quality Issues

n Cull rates have risen significantly and steadily. Component manu-
facturers said there’s been a noticeable decline in the quality of the type of
lumber readily usable for manufacturing trusses in the last five to seven years. They
estimate culling anywhere from 15 to 40 percent of lumber they purchase, whether
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it's MSR grades or visually graded. This is compared to an
estimated b to 10 percent maximum cull rate, which had been
typical in the past.

The reason for the increased cull rate stems from the need to
reduce certain characteristics which have become more preva-
lent in the lumber supply, even though they remain within the
existing parameters defined for each grade regarding maxi-
mum allowable defects. The existence of wane and knots in
the plate area often results in increases in connector plate size
and therefore cost. Too much wane means the plate size will
need to be increased so that enough teeth are embedded into
the plate area. Too many knots can yield the same result, but
is more challenging due to the random nature of loose knots
and knot holes. Some of the poor quality wood can be diverted
for secondary uses like gable ends, wall studs etc. The amount
of sorting makes for a very inefficient, labor-intense process.

With current cull rates this high, some manufacturers stated it
makes more sense for them to buy a grade up. But even then,
there are no guarantees. The higher cull rates seem to occur
in these grades: No. 2 & BTR, No.2, No. 3, 1650 and 2100.

Poor appearance. Component manufacturers said

lumber just doesn't look as good as it used to.
Specifically they've noticed more wane, knots, cracks and
splits. Manufacturers noted MSR grades in the past have been
known to be generally wane-free with few knots, but are now
showing a larger amount of wane than expected.

Manufacturers said much of their lumber appears dryer than
in the past and is more prone to split. They link this dry-
ness to beetle-killed wood that is being processed and may
be cut after standing dead for a period of time before being
processed at the mill.

3 Certain grades can’t be relied on for quality any-

more. Component manufacturers said it has become
harder and harder to rely on certain grades like they have
in the past. One example is that the quality of No.2 lumber
appears more like a No.3 grade now compared to a stick of
No.2 five years ago.

Manufacturers reported lately they've been “up-grading” to
higher MSR grades to avoid the occurrence of wane and
knots. Some manufacturers have completely eliminated
grades like No.2 & BTR and 1650 from their inventory until
the quality issues can be resolved.

4 Higher quality wood is being exported. There is
a strong perception that lumber with superior visual

quality is being sold in other markets—namely China, Japan
and U.S. and Canadian “big box" stores where appearance is
critical to generating high volume.

Component manufacturers therefore believe lesser quality
lumber is being supplied to U.S. and Canadian construction
markets, because there is really no other place to sell this

lumber to. Continued on page 20

If you want to go CREEN and save VIONEY,
Intelligent Building Systems has the solutions:
WallBatch

This powerful software product is designed for wall panel manufacturers, allowing them to save up to 30% of material usage
per job. WallBatch is a lumber optimization program that generates detail cut lists, lumber costs and material pull sheets.
It allows the user to have full control of how each project is cut and optimized. WallBatch provides so much flexibility, with
limitless saw setups and multiple batch capabilities; the user is in CONTROL on how they manage their material and savings.

Plant Net
This state of the art software solution was the first of its kind for wall panel manufacturing and has proven itself over the
last 16 years. Plant Net provides panel production communication to a variety of stations on the manufacturing floor
and in turn saves the user money by eliminating paper work, reducing training time, and reporting time studies
while supplying a great visual aid to employees.

For more information on these cost saving software packages, please contact Alison Karrer @ 866-204-8046.

Is a division of
ITW Building Components Group (.) Building Synergy = www.itwbcg.com

Intelligent Building Systems Eﬂ

Corporate Office ® 2820 N. Great Southwest Parkway e Grand Prairie, TX 75050 * 817.633.5100

For reader service, go to www.sbcmag.info/ibs.htm
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Lumber Quality
Continued from page 19

Lumber industry isn't correcting the problem
E quickly enough. Component manufacturers are frus-
trated with lumber quality, and some feel that lumber produc-
ers are not working fast enough to address it. Many manu-
facturers have made adjustments in how or where they buy
lumber. Some said they avoid wood from the provinces where
the beetle kill is most profound, while others have become
very choosey about the mills they purchase from. Some manu-
facturers have abandoned certain species or grades altogether
to raise their chances of maintaining quality lumber supply.
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Producers said there is so much fiber
damaged by the beetle that the industry

machines have laser scanners that collect strength and defect
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Lumber isn't specifically graded for compo-
nents. Lumber producers believe that there is a

disconnect between the commercial grading of lumber for
general markets and the concept of grading lumber for a
specific end use such as truss manufacturing. Producers
want component manufacturers to understand that lumber
grades were developed for a wide range of markets and sales
opportunities. While the end use is important to utilization of
the lumber purchased, the mills generally do not know the
final market the lumber will be used in and therefore have a
very difficult time meeting the specific needs of construction
applications—particularly with the focus of solely truss and
component uses in mind.

2 Improved grading technology makes lumber

more true to specific grades. Producers explained
that advances in modern grading technology have helped
narrowly define lumber grades per grading rules. Grading
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Producers say new technology has made grading extremely
accurate.

Prior to the improved scanning technology, graders would
make a grade judgment on a stick of lumber based on a
visual inspection of maximum knots, wane, checks, splits,
etc. Years ago, a visual grader may have downgraded sticks
with certain characteristics to “play it safe.” For this reason,
producers said visual graders may have been unintentionally
inflating grades. Producers gave No.2 & BTR as an example;
ten or twenty years ago most of the lumber in this grade was
probably BTR instead of No.2.

Today's grading machines have removed the subjectivity
in the grading process. They are calibrated so specifically
that lumber is accurately sorted far closer to actual grad-
ing rule limits. Customers who regularly purchase No. 2 &
BTR may see more No.2 sticks than BTR
these days, which leads them to believe
the quality of the lumber has declined.
In reality, the marketplace is seeing the
result of improved grading technology
enabling more accurate identification of
strength reducing characteristics.

Fiber quality today is not the

same as it was five or ten
years ago. Producers pointed out that
one of the main factors contributing to
lumber quality issues today is the pine
beetle epidemic. They believe that the
logs their companies harvest today are
simply not of the same quality as they
used to have because the beetle has killed
roughly 70 to 80 percent of SPF standing
timber stock.
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can't keep up with the harvest. These
trees are left to stand and start drying out
before they can be cut. The beetle-killed
wood eventually makes its way to the
mill, where it is heat treated to comply with Animal and Plant
Health Inspection Service (APHIS) regulations.! However, it
is not kiln-dried because its moisture content is already low
enough. Once lumber is overdry there is nothing producers
can do to add moisture.

Producers said beetle-killed lumber by and large maintains
its strength properties. They indicate that this has been sci-
entifically tested and proven. Beetle-killed wood does affect
the appearance of wood, however, characterized by a bluish-
colored stain. Due to the fact that so few logs originating from
British Columbia aren't affected by the beetle, producers said
mills are facing a lot of pressure to use logs that are visually
less appealing.

Grading rules have not changed. Some component

manufacturers have questioned whether grading rules
or procedures have become more lenient. Producers said this
is not at all the case. The U.S. and Canadian lumber indus-
tries are governed by grading rules set forth by the National
Lumber Grades Authority (NLGA).2 The NLGA is enforced
in Canada by the Canadian Lumber Standards Accreditation
Board (CLSAB)3 and in the U.S. by the American Lumber
Standard Board of Review.4

NLGA'’s National Grading Rule applies to all North American
dimension lumber 2" to 4" (i.e., 2x3, 2x4, 2x6, 3x4, 4x4, etc.).
The National Grading Rule establishes standard lumber grades
and grade names, assuring users of uniform design and per-
formance for all commercial species of dimension lumber. The
countries’ lumber industries work very closely to ensure that

Call us toll-free @ 1-800-743-9727 or visit our web site @ www.clark-ind.com
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the grade rules and protocol are maintained. Producers said
it is important for the marketplace to know that nothing had
changed with respect to grading rules.

In some cases, producers choose to calibrate grading machines
to a level higher than the standards set forth by NLGA. This
may explain the quality differences among producers.

address the issue, but it will take time. Lumber
producers said if component manufacturers notice lumber
quality issues on a consistent basis, they should not hesitate
to talk with their suppliers to work through the issues being
seen. They want to know if customers are unsatisfied, and
want the opportunity to address the problem. They believe
that communicating on this issue is important.

E The lumber industry is working on ways to

It is also critical for component manufacturers to track cull
rates. With tangible figures, salesmen and brokers have con-
crete data to present to their mills. Keeping accurate records
of cull rates will put component manufacturers in a much
better position.

Editor’s Note: The WTCA QC database has a lumber

section that was created specifically for this purpose.

Now that the lumber industry is aware of the extent of the
quality issues, it will continue to take measures to improve
the situation. Producers are confident that the marketplace
will start seeing a noticeable improvement in lumber quality
in the next six months to a year. SBC

T www.aphis.usda.gov/import_export/plants/plant_exports/wpm/wpm_fags.shtm|
2 www.nlga.org/app/dynarea/view_article/1.html
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3 www.clsab.ca
4 www.alsc.org
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Dear Reader:

Copyright © 2010 by Truss Publications, Inc. All rights reserved. For permission to reprint materials-
from SBC Magazine, call 608/310-6706 or email editor@sbcmag.info.

The mission of Structural Building Components Magazine (SBC) is to increase the knowledge of
and to promote the common interests of those engaged in manufacturing and distributing of struc-
tural building components to ensure growth and continuity, and to be the information conduit by
staying abreast of leading-edge issues. SBC will take a leadership role on behalf of the component
industry in disseminating technical and marketplace information, and will maintain advisory commit-
tees consisting of the most knowledgeable professionals in the industry. The opinions expressed in
SBC are those of the authors and those quoted solely, and are not necessarily the opinions of any
affiliated association (SBCA) .
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