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What is Preservation?

“Preservation can be defined as anything which is 

done to extend the useful life of timber and 

timber products”
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Why do we Preserve Timber? 

 To reduce or retard the effects of:

1. Weathering (Erosion and discolouration)

2. Exposure to sunlight

3. Moisture Movement

4. Fire

 To reduce or eliminate the risk of:

1. Fungal Attack

2. Insect AttackMr L
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Weathering

 The weathering effect of wind, rain and 

sunlight will gradually degrade the surface 

of unprotected timber by breaking down 

the surface

 Water Penetration of non-durable wood 

is the greatest problem (dimensional 

change and fungal attack)

 Sunlight causes change of colour and 

contributes to degradationMr L
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How do Preservatives work?

 Preservatives can protect the timber in 

two ways:

1. Give physical protection by stopping 

weather, fungi and insects getting at the 

wood (Paint)

2. Give chemical protection, making the wood 

poisonous to insects and fungi
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PAINT AND VARNISHES

Types of Preservatives
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Paint and Varnishes

 Exterior quality paints and varnishes can 

protect timber from

◦ The entry of water

◦ Abrasive Particles (grit and dirt)

◦ Solar Radiation (discolouration)

Mr L
ea

cy



Paint and Varnishes

Correctly painted surfaces should give

relatively good protection for up to five

years, provided that:

◦ The timber is thoroughly dry before paint is 

applied

◦ The surfaces have been prepared correctly, 

the recommended number of coats are given

◦ The end grain has received particular 

attention with regard to coverage

◦ Inspections are carried out regularlyMr L
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WATER-REPELLENT 
EXTERIOR STAINS

Types of Preservatives
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Water-Repellent Exterior Stains

 Exterior stains provide a clear or 

coloured,  matt or semi-gloss, water-

repellent surface which allows the wood 

grain to show through

 Stains protect against weathering and can 

also protect for up to four years against 

fungal staining

 Stains allow wood to breath, thereby 

allowing trapped moisture to escapeMr L
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Jigsaw Activity

 Tar Oil Preservatives

 Water-Bourne Preservatives

 Organic- Solvent Preservatives
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METHODS OF 
APPLICATION
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Brushing and Spraying

 Preservatives can be applied using a brush 

or a spray gun

 This method is the easiest to use and not 

too costly

 The preservative, however, does not 

penetrate deep into the wood and the 

treatment needs to be repeated regularly 

to keep the wood protectedMr L
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Immersion

 The wood is placed into a container of 

preservative

 The wood soaks up the preservative quite 

quickly

 The immersion process penetrates better 

than brushing

 Often the ends of fence posts are treated 

in this way for a couple of day before they 

are placed in the groundMr L
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Pressure Treatment

 The most effective method of applying 

preservative is by forcing the preservative 

into the wood under pressure.

 This pressure can come from inside 

(vacuum) or outside (pressure)
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Tar Oil Preservatives

The most common is 

creosote, derived from coal 

or wood tar. It contains tar 

acids such as phenols to kill 

fungi, and also 'heavy' oils 

that protect against moisture 

and sun damage. The 

solutions are black and 

staining and the penetration 

of the wood is limited. A low-

toxicity alternative, 

pigmented emulsified 

creosote (PEC) or 

Cleansote, has been 

developed.

Creosote is the most effective and 

long lasting wood preservative of all. 

However it has downsides:

· Smelly, almost stinky

· Filthy

· Permanently stains clothes, 

carpets, paving etc

· Toxic

· The fumes from application kill most 

plants within a radius of many feet.

· Smell & plant deaths can lead to 

neighbour disputes

· Now banned for home use.

· May be legally applied by 

professionals

· Available from trade outlets, but not 

DIY sheds

(Page 88 in your Textbook)
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Water-Borne Preservatives

(Page 89 in your Textbook)

Water is the most common solvent 

carrier in preservative formulations 

due to its availability and low cost. 

Water-borne systems do however 

have the drawback that they swell 

timber, leading to increased 

twisting, splitting and checking than 

alternatives.

· Water based preservatives have become 

popular due to lower cost per gallon. 

However this is only part of the story.

· Water based preservatives have a very 

short life, and typically need recoating 

every year. This means an annual travel to 

the diy store, money spent, and time spent 

recoating the woodwork.

· They are also not as effective as spirit 

based products, and will not effectively 

prevent rot in wood constantly exposed to 

water, such as fence post bottoms and 

earth retaining woodwork (eg bed edging, 

raised beds, compost containers).M
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Organic Solvent 

Preservatives
(Page 89 in your Textbook)

· Spirit based preservatives last multiple years from 

a single coating. This makes spirit based 

preservatives a much lower cost option than water 

based, even though the cost per gallon is higher.

· This also makes spirit preservatives the more 

energy efficient option. Although the per gallon 

energy input is higher, many less gallons are 

used, due to less frequent application. 

· Less transport & human travel is also needed, 

further reducing energy consumption. 

· The reduced frequency of painting also means 

much less human time & energy input.
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