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Another Brick in the Wall

Pondering on what I should write about as my next article, I was listening to my friends playing ‘another brick in the wall’ at a waterside restaurant and I thought, yes, walls!!

Traditionally properties on this island were constructed in cut stone or rubble and then rendered over, with supports to door openings and roofs provided by timber lintels and arches, a style of construction used for many centuries.

In time, the use of hollow clay blocks became a more popular wall making material, being of uniform size and providing reasonable thermal insulation.  This style of construction has stood the test of time, other than requiring some maintenance and overhaul with patch repairs to rendering to keep the property weatherproof.  These walls are not always waterproof, often suffering from both rising and penetrating damp.  Does this style of construction have any weakness?  Not really although it is unlikely to withstand an earthquake.

Modern building construction is of a reinforced concrete frame, with walls being largely infill panels with no loadbearing need and with only a ‘curtain’ wall between the concrete frame.  These ‘curtain’ walls have until recently been built using hollow clay blocks, laid flat face down to construct a single skin structure rendered on both sides to provide a weatherproof surface.  This type of construction has been relatively satisfactory over the years, with few problems other than isolated rising or penetrating damp – a problem that appears to be accepted as ‘just one of those things’. Thermal insulation is adequately provided by the honeycomb structure of the block. A simple construction method with little to go wrong.  Ways to improve thermal insulation have been created, the most popular being an insulating foam sheet mechanically fixed to the exterior surface of the wall that is then rendered over.

Then the Brits came, demanding cavity wall construction!  Why?  Because that’s what they have at home!  I am not sure what benefits cavity walls have in this climate as they are largely built using hollow clay blocks, these are laid with their narrow face down, sometimes with sheets of polystyrene foam insulation placed in the cavity between the two walls, although I have seen a recently built property where this has been omitted from the external cavity and used in partition walls!  What should this tell you?  There is lack of understanding here on the first principles of cavity wall construction!  

For cavity wall construction to be worthwhile it must be designed and built correctly.  The cavity wall should be built as a pair of walls, joined at regular intervals with ties (those twisted bits of metal or stainless steel you may have seen used in property construction in Britain).  These ties give the wall structural integrity and create a single wall with the structural integrity of a 250 – 300 mm thick wall.  Without these ties, the walls have less integrity as they are only a pair of slender unsupported walls with no lateral strength.  This is problem number 1, builders here are in the main apparently unaware of the importance of wall ties.  They sometimes pay lip service to the problem by introducing hollow blocks crossing from one leaf to the other – better than nothing but bridging the cavity allows water trapped within the cavity to track across from the outer to the inner leaf.  These hollow blocks have little sheer strength and will easily crack/snap under strain.

To make matters worse, these poorly constructed walls are then the subject of the attention of the electrician who hacks his way through the inner leaf of the wall to bed in his conduit, severely damaging and reducing its limited strength even further.  Then comes along the air conditioning engineer who hangs a heavy piece of machinery on a flimsy wall.  

When building a cavity wall it is important to keep the cavity clean, this is known to builders in Britain but apparently not here!  Firstly, here the cavity is too narrow and droppings of mortar are not seen.  In traditional cavity wall construction a bricklayer would clean up as he went along using the trowel to catch the droppings, also a narrow plank is placed in the cavity to catch those bits that are missed and this can be lifted out.  Not here!  The next problem is that these mortar droppings build up at the base of the cavity bridging any damp proof course (if of course one has been installed!) rendering it useless.  The next design feature is making sure window and door openings within the wall are watertight and any water percolating down the cavity is kicked out.  Not a major problem for most of the year but on those 20 days of winter when it really does rain it is extremely important.  This design feature looks to be largely ignored here and I have seen water raining down the inside walls of new properties where scant disregard has been paid to these requirements.  Well you can guess what my views are as far as cavity walls on this island are concerned – don’t touch them unless the builder understands cavity wall construction – and in my experience these are few and far between.

Thank goodness more and more new homes are being built with hollow concrete blocks built as a single skin.  These in my opinion are better than cavity construction and provide adequate thermal insulation qualities, however there is a downside – the lightweight aerated concrete blocks used here can cause the plaster finishes to dry out quickly causing crazing to the finish.  This is a new problem to be overcome and some builders are now fixing a metal lathing to the blockwork prior to rendering – nothing is simple here!

[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.png]



[image: image3.png]




�





An example of what can happen on this island when something heavy is attached to a cavity wall – not helped by strong winds and the attaching of a pergola where the wind could not escape


(Photograph by kind permission of Frank Gillin)
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First principles of building a cavity wall
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