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A New Dilemma:
Wood, Steel or Plastic Lumber

So there you are, planning to build an addition on your home, a shed out back or
a smaller project around the house You go to your local building materials
supplier and find your choices are lumber, treated lumber, aluminum studs, steel
studs, wood/plastic composite lumber or plastic lumber. What will you choose?
The cheapest? The lightest? The easiest to cut and nail? The material most
friendly to the environment? Whoa - now you've done it. Which of these is the
most environmentally friendly?

This is a question asked every day by people wanting to “do right”. The problem
is that it is not a question always easily answered. Most commonly one thinks
about saving the rainforest or using recycled materials - and if we have done that
we are “environmentally conscious”. But it turns out to be a more complicated
proposition.

Questions need to be asked not only about the raw material we are using (which
is very important), but also how is it extracted, manufactured, used in service, life
of the product and what will happen when its service life is over and it needs to
be torn down and/or discarded. These questions begin to approach the real
environmental consequences facing our world today. They are the basis of new
studies which are called life cycle analyses or “cradle to grave” studies.

Everything we use goes though a cycling process, just like the air we breathe.
We take in air, our bodies extract and use the oxygen component and we
breathe out nitrogen, carbon dioxide and a few other elements. The carbon
dioxide we discard is then extracted by plants and trees which in turn discards
oxygen which starts the cycle over again. This is a very simplistic look at a very
complicated process, but one we can use to better understand our use of
materials - those we are borrowing from our children and grandchildren.

Each step of a material's “life" will influence our environment. By understanding
the influence for more than just a single part of that cycle, we can begin to
understand how specific materials will enhance or degrade our grandchildren’s
world.

To get the full environmental story the following areas need to be understood.

Resource Extraction. This is usually thought of as the initial stage or
“cradle” stage when we first extract our raw materials. This stage
includes understanding the impacts on the land, wildlife, air and
water when cutting timber, mining underground minerals, strip mining
or extraction of oil. It must also include the amount of energy
required to extract and transport this raw material. Have you
stopped to consider the amount of energy it takes to mine







