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Tips and sources for making environmentally friendly choices
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Protect your deck and the environment

by Stacie Greene Hidek
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With the weather turning warm and the flowers blooming, our attention turns to our yards. If you’re lucky
enough to have an outdoor wooden deck to sit out on and enjoy your yard, then you’re also lucky enough to
have to refinish it now and then. (Lucky you!)

In this guest post, some experts from the field offer tips about using the more environmentally friendly
water-based stains to protect outdoor wood.

Simple Steps to More Environmentally Friendly Deck Protection

Spring is here. And with it comes the opportunity to assess the damage inflicted on your deck and porches by
winter snow, ice and freezing temperatures. Your old finish may be worn leaving the wood unprotected and open
to rotting and splitting. The ultimate test is to apply a few drops of water to the wood. If it beads, your wood
should be well protected for another season, but if it soaks into the wood, i1t’s time for restoration.

For many years, staining wood meant working with toxic solvents and harmful fumes. But to meet growing
demand for more “green” alternatives, environmentally friendly wood stains have become more prominent on
the store shelves.

“We now see eco-friendly wood stains on the market that can match or outperform more toxic film coatings on
beauty, longevity and overall performance,” according to Rob Mueller, a past president of the Paint &
Decorating Retailers Association.

For a deck that you can expect to last, here are some essential staining tips:
e Select a water-borne stain that penetrates wood

Traditionally, wood stains used oil-based solvents to simply coat the wood. For water repellency, these oil-based
solvents often contain paraffins, which break down with exposure to sunlight and heat.

The move to water-based stains combines the benefits of both oil and water-based coatings, using water as the
vehicle to get oil penetration deep into the wood for protection.

An added benefit 1s water-based wood stains significantly reduce the level of volatile organic compounds
(VOCs), which contribute to smog or ozone depletion.

e (Clean and rinse the deck

Apply a biodegradable deck cleaner to remove any buildup or mold and mildew. Rinse the deck with a hose
(making sure plants surrounding the deck are covered), and let the deck dry thoroughly, making sure all signs of
the previous coating are gone. For bare wood, use a minimum 3000 psi pressure washer with clean water.

e Sanding is worth the time

This step may be time-consuming, but is worth the effort. An orbital sander with 60-80 grip paper should do the
trick to create a level, consistently porous surface that will absorb more stain, resulting in a better wood finish.

e Use less stain and apply with spray, then brush

Using less is always more for the environment. To reduce the need for multiple coats, wood stains now come in
“one-coat” formulations that penetrate deep into the wood to repel condensed water while allowing water vapor
to escape.

“With water-borne wood stains, you can even protect wood with high moisture content with one coat, since the
stain allows the wood to “breathe,” preventing moisture from getting trapped inside the logs or wood and causing
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decay,” says Sjoerd Bos, vice president of Sansin, a company that specializes in environmentally-friendly
water-borne wood protection.

It’s best to apply the stain with a garden sprayer followed by *“back-brushing ™
e Maintenance pays off

How long should your deck stain last? That’s a common question, and it does depend on the stain and the
preparation as described above, but two to five years is the average. To extend the life of your wood stain, apply
a maintenance coat if the deck no longer repels water. Prior to the maintenance coat, it’s best to use a deck
cleaner or pressure washer.

Even for homeowners with pressure-treated wood on their decks on porches, a good stain will inhibit the
eventual fading, graying and cracking from outdoor exposure.

Reprinted with permission by Sansin Corp. Copyright © 2010

Choosing a wood stain

As mentioned above, water-based stains benefit from lower levels of VOCs. You can also choose those that use
beeswax or carnauba wax in place of paraffins, if you prefer. You’ll want to avoid epoxies and oil-based
formulas with dryers, according to the folks at GreenAmerica, a nonprofit that focuses on using economic
actions to solve environmental problems.

The more pigment in a stain, the more protection it can offer from the sun’s ultraviolet light. Plus, darker stains
and sealants tend to be less toxic, with lower levels of pesticides and preservatives.
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