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TALKING TIMBER 

THE VEXED RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WOOD AND WOOL! 

What difference do the letters 'CLS' make to the size of sawn timber? 
John Park explains the bizarre naming systems for dimensional sawn timber 

Last September I received this 
query from a woman called 
Elizabeth: "Could you plrasc kl 
me know !Ill' rlilTcrentT bt·lwct·n 
Jx2 CLS wood and Jx2 wood'? I 
have seen an adver1iscme111 l'or a 
wooden building for bolh and 
would like 10 know what would 
be bes! for me. J\lso, !he 
cli ffcrcncc in the strength ol' 
bo1h?" 

Ralhcr th:1n jusl shoo! off an 
e-mail I lhought I'd give 
Elizabeth a -all and was so glad 

1hat I had done so - as you will sec as the Ialc unfolds and ii is 
why I have rcqucs1 cd !hat 1his ar1iclc has appeared in 1hr TJ"J 
cuns1ruction supplcmcnl issue. The question arose in t·o11nc<·1ion 
with a s1ahlr bui lding for horses although in th is instance bulls 
migh1 havc hcen more appropriate! I replied to her. precisely as 
follows except for 1he i1alics, wi th short and long answers: 

The shorl answer: Jx2 CLS is a ·nominal' size; aclual 
dimcnsions arc 64x38mm (it is also rcfcrred to as 6Jx38 hut 64 
is !he official Canadian measure). Jx2 wood. with a sawn finish 
wi ll be 75x50mm or 47mm ; with a planed 1'111 ish !he 
dimensions would be 72x47mm or 44mm. BS EN 1 J 1 J- 1 :2010 
'Round and sawn limber - Permi tted deviations and prC'f"crrl·cl 
sizes P:1rI 1: So f'lwood sawn sizes·, provides a lablc ol' 
complcmc-ntary UK (customary) sizes which includes both 
75x50 and 75x47. 

The long answer (I have also al lachcd lwo pages l'rom our 
Canadian CI.S brochure. Somr or the detail is a lit1k ou1-ol'- date 
buI 1he sal ient l"atls an· sl ill current): 

CLS stands for Canadian Lumber Standard. II rl'lales 10 what 
the Norlh J\mcricans call "dimension lumber· which is produced 
in (so r ailed!) 2in 1hickncsscs with widlhs ranging from Jin to 
l 2in. In some bizarre historical aberration of mental focullics the 
lumber industry ovc-r 1here adop1ed Ihosc dimensions as the 
inclusl ry slandard. bizarre because ii is sold as whal ii was and 
nul what ii is - hence ·so-called" abovc! 

The aclual dimensions of CLS dimension lumber arc so far 
n·movcd from, fo r rxamplc. Jx2. 1ha1 when Canada s1ar1cd 
markl'l ing ii in !he UK !hey had lo adopl !he mclric aclual 
dimensions in order 10 avoid cunl ravrning !he Trades 
Dcscriplions J\cl ! The actual dimensions of CLS wood, in 
millimet res, arc J8x64; 89; 114; 140; 184; 235; 286. Those :ire 
the di mensions of !he wood al I 90/o moisture con lt' nl, in olher 
words. 'dry·. (11 is 1101 J in hy 2in 1haI has shrunk as ii has dricd 
oul! (Yes, that is 111/tat 0 11c 111111111ji1c/11rer said to Eliwbcth!) Even 
laking a worsl case sc-rnario, 75x50 shrinking from wringing wcl 
to bone dry would finish in !he region or 70x46mm!) 
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J\s I 111entio11l'd. European and 
Scandinav ian sawmills also producr wood 
to CLS dimensions as i t became the industry 
standard fo r !he wall framing of timber 
frame· l10usc· rnns1rucIion: !here is currcn l ly 
much more 'CLS" matcrial on the market 
from !hose produ,crs Ihan from Canadian 
producers. 

Regarding sI rucIural rapahi lily, given the 
same st rength cl;1ss in holh cases, full sawn 
3x2in (75x50111 111) will h(· aboul lwicc as stiff 
as :rnrl 1.8 limes stronger 1han J8x64. Using 
2x4 CLS (38x 89) would provide equivalent 
(slightly greater) st rength and stiffness 10 full 
sawn Jx2in. 

I lhink that will hr enough for you to 
convince 1hcm tha1 !hey will no longer he 
able 10 pull the wool over your ryes. If 1hry 
l ry. please kl me know! 

To be continuc·cl ... hl'cause small change 
can make big diffcrcncr! ■ 

CLS dimensions have become the industry standard for timber 
frame construction: but its nominal dimensions are far removed 
f rom its actual size 
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