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Retaining Plaster Finishes Gan Be Gost Effective and Environmentally Sustainahle

HIS ARTICLE EXPLORES benefits of retaining

traditional plaster and lath construction in older

properties, including additional cost and energy
savings that can be realized in rehabilitation projects that
also benefit the environment.

Three types of lath and plaster assemblies have traditi-
onally been used in North America:

A. Wooden lath was used between the mid-17th cen-
tury into the 1940s. It required three coats of lime-based
plaster;

B. Wire or metal lath, first patented in England in
1797, became popular in the 1920s. It was introduced
with the use of gypsum, a harder plaster material which
also dried more quickly;

C. Rock lath (or gypsum lath), the immediate predec-
essor of sheetrock, eliminated wooden laths and is com-
prised of rectangular, 3/8 inch thick panels. This required
only two finish coats of plaster.

Early in the 20th century, plaster and lath began to
be replaced in new construction by gypsum board or
drywall, which was first introduced in 1917 by the US
Gypsum Company, under the product name “Sheetrock.”
Today, it remains the most ubiquitous material in new
construction for interior finishes, principally because
of its economical cost ($.80 to $1.39 per square foot,
including labor and material but excluding paint).

The prevailing thinking supporting demolition of
existing plaster during rehabilitation centers primarily
around labor costs and contingency costs. It is easier
to install new wiring, plumbing and ductwork, or wall
insulation, without having to work around the original
lath and plaster. This approach discounts both the sunk
cost and embodied energy of manufacture, transportation
and installation already invested in existing lath and pla-
ster walls. The economics of extending the future service
life of these assemblies, if properly repaired, is ignored.

Costs for demolition, removal and disposal of lath
and plaster materials vary widely depending upon labor
region but, one source (Homewyse.com) estimates $2.84
—$ 6.43 per square foot (psf) before fees and permits,

Retaining decorati-
- ve plaster, mold-
ings, and details
saves original
materials, embodied
energy, and costs.
Often the crafts-
manship represen-
ted by finishing
details is costly,

if not impossible,

i to replicate.

which may not include the cost of removal and disposal
of baseboards, door and window casings, and ceiling
moldings.

Advantages of Plaster Repair

With further analysis, the actual costs of retention and
repair of plaster walls and ceilings vs. replacement with
drywall can be quite comparable. Installation of new lath
and plaster can cost $5-$20 per square foot, as much or
more than the cost of demolition and removal; while
repair by a skilled artisan may start as low as $2-$3 per

square foot. When adding the cost of new drywall inst-
allation to the cost of demolition, yielding $3.64 - $7.82
psf, the economics of retaining or repairing existing plas-
ter appears quite competitive. This economic argument
further improves if the cost of replacing baseboards,
crown molding and door and window casings (at $3 - $6
per lineal foot un-installed) is added to the overall cost.
Often the craftsmanship represented by these finishing
details is costly, if not impossible, to replicate.

In conclusion, there are compelling arguments supp-
orting the retention and repair of existing plaster walls:

Most (98%) of the embodied energy, labor, quali-
ty of materials, and skill is retained.

Hazardous dust, the cost of demolition, and
waste disposal is eliminated.

Cost of replacing still-serviceable baseboards,
window casings and ceiling moldings is saved and
original materials are retained.

Improved insulation value is achieved (17 plaster
wall has a higher R-Value than %4” sheetrock).

The lateral resistance strength of walls is reinfor-
ced and superior sound attenuation is achieved.

Higher inherent fire resistance ratings are retain-
ed, which can be supplemented with use of intumes-
cent paints.

Less destructive methods than complete demolition
can be used to install new wiring, ductwork, and flex-
ible piping, including “fishing” or removing baseboards.
Insulation can be blown into wall stud cavities.

Overall, retaining and repairing your plaster walls may
be financially comparable to new construction, with the
added benefit of retaining original architectural features
while being more environmentally sustainable. =
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listing in every issue of the quarterly Landmarks Observer and receive discounts on advertising and many other great benefits. Please call 774-5561 for more information.
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