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The perfect deck
Take guidance for a deck that will last for decades and leave you free to kick back with a coldie. 

TIMBER NOGGINS
By George Dolezal, Principal Engineer, Meyer Timber
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connections is one area of deck design 
where not enough attention is paid. Contact 
points between timber should be free 
draining to prevent trapped moisture which 
will lead to decay and rot. Depending on the 
environment you could consider capping the 
top of the bearers (and/or joists). And if using 
joist hangers make sure they have the 
right level of protection against corrosion. 
Areas closer to salt spray require higher 
performance hangers such as stainless steel. 
Although a builder might baulk at the initial 
cost, it is a drop in the ocean (pardon the 
pun) compared to rusted joist hangers failing 
in the middle of a raucous birthday party.

The NCC (2019 Amdt1) has a deemed to 
satisfy solution in Part 3.10.6 (which is quite 
onerous) to connect the deck to the house. 
There are also standard engineered details 
available which are similar to the NCC 

The outdoor timber deck is one of the 
icons of Australiana. In our temperate 

climate it is the go-to area to be with family 
and friends. The smell of the BBQ cooking, 
drinks flowing, noisy discussions and 
laughter… Ahh, I better keep writing or I 
might end up on the back deck myself.

Decks come in all shapes and sizes and 
there are a number of things to consider 
when designing/building a deck to make 
sure it stays a safe and enjoyable space. This 
article runs through what to consider all the 
way from design to continuing maintenance 
and focuses on points people miss that can 
make the difference to getting a perfect 
deck. The first place to start is the design. 
Deck loads are set out in AS 1720.3-2016 
and all common design programs have 
options available for both dead and live 
loads. Ensure you take into account heavy 
loads like planter boxes and if the deck is 
more than 1m above the ground, the live 
load needs to be 2kPa/1.8kN. 

Another decision which is needed in the 
design stage is material choice. Common 
bearer, joist and decking board materials are 
treated pine, primed pine, merbau or native 
hardwoods. The joist spacing will be 
governed by board thickness but is typically 
450mm centres using 22mm-thick deck 
boards. When selecting the material be 
aware of any other factors such as bushfire 
attack level (BAL) ratings. These could force 
the members into bushfire resisting 
materials or specifically tested systems, 
noting that all decks in NSW BAL 12.5- and 
BAL 19-rated areas need to be designed to 
BAL 29 requirements.

Durability and detailing are an extremely 
important part of deck design if using timber 
decking boards rather than solid flooring like 
lightweight fibre cement sheets. For long-
term performance the timbers should either 
be naturally durable or preservative treated 
to H3 (outside, above ground). Detailing of 

solution if attached to a clad house. The 
difficulty comes when you have an external 
brick veneer wall. Be very careful if you 
intend to connect a waling plate to a brick 
veneer wall using expansion anchors. The 
failsafe method is to extend the joists 
through to the timber frame beyond and 
build the brick wall around the joists (making 
sure you don’t get any moisture traps).

BUILDING THE DECK
Now it’s time to build the deck. So, all the 
thinking is over and you can just knock it 
together? Sort of, but there are still 
important aspects to consider here. Do you 
need to pre-oil the decking boards? It is 
recommended to oil decking boards on ALL 
FOUR sides which I am fairly sure is done in 
less than 10% of decks constructed. Doing 
this provides a protective barrier to the 

Above: The Simpson Strong-Tie DSD hardwood deck screw keeps boards tight to joists.
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It is recommended to 
oil decking boards on 
ALL FOUR sides 
which I am fairly sure 
is done in less than 
10% of decks.

For more information on this topic, contact George Dolezal via email at GeorgeD@meyertimber.com.au

edges and underside and can dramatically 
increase the life of boards, particularly in 
softwood species of decking.

Before laying the boards, you need to 
make sure the decking is acclimatised. If too 
dry it will expand and if too wet it will shrink 
in service. Ensure you have the right gap 
between boards so there is room to expand 
when they get wet. This is normally 3–4mm 
for a 90mm board and 5–6mm for 140mm 
boards. Although nails are still an acceptable 
fixing method, screws are recommended as 
they keep the board tight to the joist. 

New innovations like the Simpson Strong-
Tie DSD hardwood deck screw (Image 1, 
opposite page) can be used through 
hardwood decking without the need to  
pre-drill (except at butt joins). Ideally, stagger 
the screws. A nice straight line of screws 
might look pretty but it creates a failure line 
along the joist and, if not perfectly aligned, it 

Above: Information on deck design and construction is readily available.

meyertimber.com.au/wp-content/
uploads/MT_DeckInfoSheet1.pdf).

The above summary incorporates decades 
of information gathered by builders and 
specifiers working to make sure Australians 
get the perfect deck. It may seem daunting 
and a lot more complicated than first 
thought, but if you re-read the advice, the 
majority of it is common sense. A little more 
time spent at the start in specification and 
on care during construction will lead to a 
better performing deck long term. Now, that 
being said, I think it’s about time that I went 
out onto the deck and enjoyed a beer. Feel 
free to do the same and make the most of 
the holiday season. 

can actually look worse than staggered.
Once the decking is in, it is finished with 

items such as balustrades and screening 
before final coats of oil. These can open 
up another can of worms in terms of 
connection to deck framing and are best 
left to a possibly upcoming article.

Timber decks do require some ongoing 
maintenance. Taking everything above into 
account should only mean a coat with a 
quality decking oil every year or two. This 
will leave you more time to enjoy the deck.

If you get stuck, there is lots of information 
out there. Helpful publications include the 
Wood Solutions TDG21 on Domestic Timber 
Deck Design (https://www.woodsolutions.
com.au/publications/domestic-timber-
deck-design-0), the Timber Queensland 
Residential Timber Decks Data Sheet and 
company publications like the Meyer Timber 
Deck info sheet (downloads from https://

timber decking
info sheet

Decking Selection:
The species chosen for decking boards should take into account factors such as exposure, maintenance costs, and initial 
outlay. Often by spending a little more at the beginning you can save both time and effort over the long term keeping up 
the appearance of the deck. Radiata Pine (softwood) and Merbau (hardwood) are the most common species found but other 
hardwoods include Blackbutt, Spotted Gum, Balau, Pelawan and Cypress. The stability and durability of decking boards is 
roughly based on density as denser timber takes longer to absorb/expel the moisture which makes it expand and contract. 
Average densities of common species are shown below.

Pencil round or Reeded are the typical decking profiles available as shown below. Reeded profiles can be laid with the ribs up 
or down although it is general practice to have the ribs facing down. This keeps the board to joist interface dry and also stops 
moisture retention that can occur between the ribs. Common board widths range from 70mm to 140mm. Narrower boards 
allow for better drainage and have less expansion and contraction with moisture changes so are less prone to cupping. Timber 
decking boards are normally laid on joists at 450crs. For this spacing a thickness of 19mm is required for hardwood and 22mm 
for softwood decking boards.

Decking Installation:
Before InstallIng   When decking boards are delivered to site they must be stored on a flat surface, off the ground and 
kept dry. Prior to installation the decking boards should have an initial coating application on all four sides. This helps seal the 
timber to minimise moisture ingress and reduce the incidence of tannin/resin bleed.

InstallatIon   Timber decking is a natural material that will expand and contract. Make sure you keep a gap between 
decking boards to let water drain away and allow for movement. A gap of 10mm between deck boards and external walls of 
adjacent buildings is recommended for drainage. Board spacing depends on the width of the board but a guide is 3-4mm for 
90mm boards and 5-6mm for 140mm boards. Note that if wet decking boards are laid, when they dry out the gaps between 
them will increase. Similarly if very dry boards are laid when they get wet the gaps could close up and even force the boards 
to start cupping in extreme cases. Joints should be staggered across the run of boards. End butt joints should be undercut 
and pressed together to prevent any gaps opening up if contraction occurs. There are many different fasteners for decking 
boards, including proprietary hidden fixing systems, and individual manufacturers should be consulted on suitability. Fastener 
specification depends on the joist material the decking boards are being secured to, with some examples shown below. 

This information sheet is supplied by 
Meyer Timber to provide advice which 

may benefit in the selection, installation 
and maintenance of timber decks.

As such it is not intended as a complete 
reference and clarification or more 

detailed advice should be sought from a 
suitably qualified building professional.

radiata Pine

550 700 850 900 900 1000 1100

Cypress Pine Merbau (Kwila) Blackbutt Balau spotted gumPelawan 
(northern Box)Species

Density (kg/m2)

12 min

For more inFormation contact:
www.meyertimber.com.au
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TIMBER SELECTION
Posts in contact with the ground shall be either preservative treated 
pine or In-ground Durability Class 1 hardwood, with any sapwood 
preservative treated. Refer to ‘Construction Timbers in Queensland’ 
for suitability www.daff.qld.gov.au.

Decking and deck framing above ground shall be either cypress, 
preservative treated pine or Above Ground Durability Class 1 
hardwood. Hardwood decking boards and deck framing containing 
sapwood must be preservative treated. For H3 LOSP treated deck 
framing, refer to TQ Technical Data Sheet 24.

Preservative treatment for posts in the ground and framing on 
the ground, shall be to hazard level H5. Preservative treatment for 
framing more than 150 mm above ground shall be H3.

Cypress framing may contain limited amounts of sapwood (max. 
25% width of face or edge) provided the sapwood does not occur at 
joints or fixing points.

This data sheet contains TQ’s recommendations for residential timber decks, verandahs, patios etc which 
are exposed to the weather. It covers the most common timber species and deck sizes. Footing sizes and 
deck bracing shall be designed in accordance with the NCC Building Code of Australia (BCA) regulatory 
requirements. For alternative sizes, spans and stress grades refer to AS 1684 Residential timber framed 
construction. For commercial and industrial decks, refer to Technical Data Sheet 7. For decks close to the 
ground (i.e. framing less than 400 mm above ground), refer to Technical Data Sheet 13. For timber handrails 
and balustrades, refer Technical Data Sheet 23.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICE // SEPTEMBER 2019

RESIDENTIAL 
TIMBER DECKS

TECHNICAL DATA SHEET
ISSUED BY TIMBER QUEENSLAND
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TABLE 1 - SPECIES SELECTION

Species
Posts in 
Ground

Post and 
Framing 
Above 

Ground

Decking

PRESERVATIVE 
TREATED PINE 
ROUNDS    
(Carribean, Hoop, 
Radiata, Slash)

H5 
Treatment

H3 
Treatment

H3 
Treatment 
(See Note 1)

MIXED OPEN FOREST 
HARDWOODS 
(QLD, Nthn. NSW)

 

BALAU Yellow  

BELIAN (See Note 2)  

BLACKBUTT  

CYPRESS  

GUM Forest Red (See Note 2)  

GUM Grey (See Note 2)  

GUM Spotted  

IRONBARK Red  
or Grey (See Note 2)  

KWILA (MERBAU)  

MAHOGANY Red  

MAHOGANY White (See Note 2)  

MESSMATE Gympie (See Note 2)  

TALLOWWOOD (See Note 2)  

TURPENTINE        (See Note 2)  

Note: 

1. CCA treated timber shall not be used for domestic decking boards

2.  This species may be suitable for use in ground in drier geographic regions. 
Refer to ‘Construction Timbers in Queensland’ for suitability.  
www.daff.qld.gov.au
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Technical Design Guide issued by Forest and Wood Products Australia

Domestic Timber
Deck Design

This guide was 
revised in Oct 2020
Please check 
woodsolutions.com.au/publications 
to ensure you have the latest edition


