Key Steps for a Successful Timber Decking
Installation

Getting the Groundwork Right

A timber deck can turn an awkward garden slope or a plain patio area into a proper outdoor
room. But the difference between a deck that stays solid for years and one that starts wobbling
after two winters usually comes down to what happens before the first board goes down. The
ground preparation is where the real skill shows, and it is worth taking time over.

| have seen plenty of jobs where someone rushed the sub-base and then wondered why the
frame twisted. The soil in County Cavan tends to hold moisture, especially in low-lying fields
near water. If you dig out the topsoil and find heavy clay, you need to think about drainage from
the start. A good base of compacted hardcore, at least one hundred millimetres deep, gives the
deck a stable platform. On top of that, a layer of weed membrane stops growth pushing
through the gaps later. It sounds basic, but | have lifted decks that had none, and the underside
was a mess of nettles and brambles.

When you are planning a timber decking_installation, the first decision is always the frame.
Treated softwood is the most common choice because it keeps costs down, but the grade of
treatment matters. Look for timber marked as suitable for ground contact if the deck sits low.
For a raised deck, you can use a lighter treatment, but the joists still need to be dry and straight
before you start cutting. Wet timber shrinks as it dries, and that shrinkage can pull fixings loose

within a season.

Choosing the Right Timber and Layout

The boards themselves come in a few profiles. Smooth planed boards look neat but can get
slippery when wet. Reeded or grooved boards give better grip underfoot and hide minor
surface scratches. If the deck faces south and gets full sun, a darker timber like ipe or
massaranduba absorbs heat and can become uncomfortable to walk on barefoot. Western red
cedar stays cooler and resists rot naturally, but it is softer and dents more easily. For most
gardens in this climate, a decent quality pressure-treated softwood gives the best balance of
cost and durability. You can always add a good quality oil or stain to extend the life and change
the colour.

View the location on Google Maps

Spacing the boards correctly is another detail that matters more than most people think. A six-
millimetre gap between boards lets rainwater drain and debris fall through. If you pack them
tighter, water sits in the gaps and speeds up rot. Too wide a gap and high heels or chair legs
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can get stuck. | usually set the gap at the width of a six-millimetre spacer and check every few
boards because even a slight drift in spacing becomes obvious when you look along the
length.

For the frame, joist spacing depends on the board thickness. A twenty-eight-millimetre thick
board can span up to six hundred millimetres between joists. If you use a thinner board, you
need to bring the joists closer, otherwise the deck feels springy underfoot. A springy deck is
not just unpleasant to walk on; it puts strain on the fixings and can cause boards to work loose
over time. Getting the span right is one of those things that separates a professional finish
from a diy job that creaks.

Fixing and Fastening

How you fix the boards to the frame affects the whole look and longevity. Face fixing with
screws is the simplest method, but the screw heads stay visible. If you use coated decking
screws in a colour that matches the timber, they blend in reasonably well. Hidden fixing
systems, like clips that screw into the joists and grip the board edges, give a clean surface with
no visible fixings. They cost more and take longer to fit, but on a high-end project the extra
labour is worth it.

Stainless steel screws are worth the premium in a damp climate. Galvanised screws can
corrode over time, especially in areas where the deck stays shaded and damp for long periods.
The black oxide coated screws look good but can fail if the coating gets scratched during
installation. | tend to use stainless for the first few metres and then switch to a high-quality
coated screw on the rest, but that is a compromise. On a customer deck, | would go all
stainless and charge accordingly.

Pre-drilling the boards is not always necessary, but it helps prevent splitting near the ends. If
you screw within forty millimetres of a board end, drill a pilot hole slightly smaller than the
screw diameter. It takes a few extra minutes per board and saves having to replace split pieces
later. A split board near a joist will never pull back tight, and it becomes a weak point that can
crack further over time.

Finishing and Maintenance

Once the boards are down, the finish is what protects the timber. A clear oil lets the wood grey
naturally over time, which some people like. A tinted oil or stain gives a more uniform colour
and offers better UV protection. The main thing is to apply the finish soon after installation,
before the timber gets a chance to dry out and crack. New timber absorbs the first coat quickly,
so two coats are standard. The second coat should go on after the first has soaked in, usually
within a few hours on a dry day.



Maintenance is where most decks fail. A timber decking installation done well will still need an
annual clean and a fresh coat of oil every two to three years. If you leave it, the timber dries,
cracks appear, and water gets into the end grain. Once rot starts in the end grain, it travels
along the board and you end up replacing sections. A simple scrub with a deck cleaner and a
stiff brush, followed by a rinse, takes half a day and adds years to the deck life.
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One thing | always point out is the area around the house wall. The deck should not touch the
brickwork or the damp-proof course. A gap of at least fifteen millimetres allows air to circulate
and stops moisture bridging across to the house. If the deck is low, you can cover the gap with
a trim piece fixed to the house side, but the gap itself must stay open. | have seen decks that
were butted tight against the wall, and the damp travelled up the bricks and caused problems
inside the house.

Another detail that gets overlooked is the ground below the deck. If the deck sits more than
three hundred millimetres above the ground, you should consider what lives underneath. A
ventilated void stops damp air pooling and reduces the risk of rot in the joists. You can fit vents
in the rim joist or leave the sides open. In a low deck, a layer of gravel or slate chippings on the
ground stops mud splashing up onto the underside of the boards.

Common Mistakes to Avoid



One mistake is using ordinary timber that is not rated for outdoor use. The treatment level
matters, and the stamp on the timber tells you what it is rated for. If the stamp says "dry" or
"internal”, do not use it outside. Another is fixing the frame directly onto a concrete slab without
any damp-proof membrane between them. The concrete holds moisture and draws it up into
the timber. A simple strip of dpc or a rubber pad under each joist prevents that.

Over-tightening screws is another one. The screw should pull the board down snug but not
crush the timber fibres. If you overtighten, the board can split around the screw head or the
screw can strip the timber and lose grip. A cordless screwdriver with a clutch set to the right
torque helps avoid that. Hand tightening by feel works once you have done enough decks, but
for a beginner, a clutch setting takes the guesswork out.

Finally, think about access underneath before you fix the last few boards. If you need to run a
cable for garden lights or check a drainage pipe, it is much easier to do it before the deck is
fully closed in. | have had to pull up boards because someone forgot to run the cable for a
socket they wanted at the far end. A little forward planning saves a lot of extra work later.

A well-planned timber decking installation gives you a solid, long-lasting outdoor space that
adds real value to the property. It is not a complicated job, but every stage needs attention to
detail. The ground prep, the timber choice, the fixing method, and the finish all work together.
Skimp on one and the whole thing suffers. Take your time on each step and the result will
speak for itself.

Aldridge Landscaping Services Cavan, based at Drumgart, Belturbet, Co. Cavan, H14 D278,
Ireland, provides professional hedge trimming, tree surgery, garden, lawn, fencing, decking, and
power washing services in County Cavan and surrounding areas. You can reach them at +353
85 135 3227 for advice or a quote on your project.



