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Today's alternative-decking menu offers
low maintenance and durability with a side of flair

B Y ROGER JOHNS
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Decking shown:
Weyerhaeuser ChoiceDek

Decking shown: Fiberon

Decking Shown: TimberTech

you’ve been dreaming of building or remodeling a deck, you’ve probably

seen the tantalizing smorgasbord of alternatives to traditional lumber. All
of these decking systems promise low maintenance and durability in an almost
dizzying array of colors, textures, profiles and materials.

Each major manufacturer offers a variety of products at different price points,
sometimes under seemingly competing brand names. In most cases, lumberyards
and home centers carry different products, so it’s worth visiting both types of retail-
ers. You can also special-order lumberyard brands through home centers in some
regions. To help you consider all of the available options, here’s a closer look at
today’s top products.

Two categories
Alternative decking can be divided into two basic groups: Low-maintenance compos-
ites and the newer ultra-low-maintenance plastic decking. Within the plastic group,
you'll find expanded or cellular polyvinylchloride
(PVC) products, high-density polyethylene (HDPE)
plastic and a copolymer acrylic blend. Some compa-
nies, such as Trex, Fiberon and TimberTech, now
offer both composite and PVC, but most companies
specialize in one or the other.

Most composite-decking products are extruded
or forced through a shaped hole (think Play-Doh
Fun Factory) and then cooled. Tamko’s EverGrain
composite decking is compression-molded (like a
compacted hamburger patty). “We believe this provides
composite-decking products that excel in perform-
ance and appearance,” says Tamko’s Mark Shaner.

Composites vary in appearance and construction,
but they all contain roughly half recycled wood fibers
for stiffness and half plastic resin for durability and
bonding. The plastic usually is polyethylene, but it also
can include polypropylene. In some cases, such as
Trex and CorrectDeck CX, the plastic is made entirely
from recycled materials — including used yogurt con-
tainers, plastic grocery bags and the plastic bins the
post office uses for stacking mail. Fiber Composites’
Fiberon and Veranda lines incorporate a mixture of
recycled and virgin materials; TimberTech’s products
are made entirely of virgin materials.

The wood fibers in composite decking typically

Makers of composite decking pride themselves on
utilizing wood waste and saving tons of slow-
degrading plastic from winding up in landfills. Most
use wood dust from the furniture and flooring
industries. By offering embossed woodgrain pat-
terns, manufacturers aim to simulate the look and
feel of milled wood.
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TimberTech’s Day notes that the sur-
faces of its Earthwind Tropical Colors
boards are left unbrushed so the wood
fibers are not exposed. “When you don’t
brush it, you keep the plastic surface on it
and you get that darker, richer color that
resists weathering,” he says.

Because they are so dense, darker
composites may feel hot under bare feet on
a sunny day. But Trex’s Scott Fedor says
the company’s composites still are the soft-
est and most comfortable underfoot.

Marty Grohman, chairman of
Correct Building Products, says that
CorrectDeck CX is the first composite
decking product to use a co-extrusion
process, adapted from the porch- and
deck-railing industry, which “loads all of
the good stuff in the surface to reduce fad-
ing and staining.” He likens the concept to
putting a frosted cake back into the oven
to let the icing soak in and fuse with the
cake. “It’'s not just a layer. As you get
closer to the surface, there is less and less
wood fiber, and at the top you get none.”

Little details, big picture
The most complex aspect of choosing a
decking system is selecting the right
combination of features. You need to
consider colors, textures, railing options
and fastening systems to achieve the
overall look you want.

Deck boards may be solid-color or
veined (also called streaked) to resem-
ble exotic hardwoods. They may be
smooth or embossed with a wood-grain
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sonality or reflect your passions.

WeatherBest
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To reduce surface temperature, heat
expansion and weight of solid PVC
decking, the core is cellular (made
with a foaming agent that leaves
tiny holes). The outer surface (called
capstock) is a denser PVC to provide
structural firmness.

pattern. And they may be screwed down
from the top or installed with hidden
fasteners that slip into grooves in the
sides of the boards.

Don’t choose a product based on a
6-in. sample — that’s even riskier than
choosing a paint color from a 1-in. color
chart. To picture the overall appearance of
the materials, you’ll need to see a fin-
ished deck or large-scale display. For an
even better perspective, it’s good to pre-
view products that have been exposed to
wear and weather for a season.

“Some composite deck boards look
extraordinary in a 6-in. sample. But once
they are installed and they start to get
scratched and stained and faded, it leaves
contractors and homeowners saying,

SheerGrain is an all-plastic decking
that, like the tropical wood versions of
composite decking, has color shading
for a natural wood appearance.

TimberTech's TwinFinish Planks offer
built-in versatility. One side has a
wood-grain pattern and the other is
brushed. To create an accent, simply
install some boards brushed-side-up.
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