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USDA Forest Service Forest Products Laboratory:  

Working With Industry To Build Better Houses For 95 Years

Madison, Wis.— Since it was established 95 years ago, the USDA Forest Service Forest Products Laboratory (FPL) has played an important role in developing and improving technologies used in constructing homes for Americans.  Numerous research projects, many of them conducted in cooperation with universities, forest products companies and trade organizations, led to new products that mean more reliable, cost-effective housing at the same time the projects reduce wood waste and help conserve the nation’s forest resources.


Such research has benefited the forest-products and homebuilding industries as well as American homeowners. Much of it has also benefited the nation’s forests by encouraging the use of small trees and underutilized species, which need to be harvested to reduce the risk of wildfire and protect forest health.


For example, early work at the FPL demonstrated that many species of wood were suitable for home construction, and the research data formed the basis for national standards for grading lumber.  In the 1920s and early 30s, researchers published the first handbook on nailing for homebuilders and built the first “prefabricated” house employing plywood panels. 


Studies of  condensation in the 1930s led to recommendations for vapor barriers in walls. Controlling moisture damage in homes continues to be an important research focus at the FPL as well as at many of the lab’s university and industry partners. In recent years, the FPL joined with two industry trade groups, APA—The Engineered Wood Association and  the Southern Pine Council, to build a unique research-demonstration house that employs a range of wood and composite materials  and outfitted with scores of moisture sensors.


The FPL played a major role in the development adhesive for exterior plywood and developed oriented strand board (OSB) for structural panels. Structural panels have become a major element in today’s homes.  In 1962, the average home had 3,000 square feet of panels; by 1998, the average home contained 12,000 square feet of structural panels. 


Modern homes also incorporate more solid lumber. Some 80 percent of the solid lumber used in the United States is used in homebuilding.  Engineered products such as glued-laminated beams, finger-jointed studs, I-joists, and wood-plastic composites—all of which have benefited from FPL research—are growing in popularity.   


“Wood continues to be a major material in American homes because it is versatile and abundant—and it is a renewable resource,” says FPL’s director, Chris Risbrudt, Ph.D.  “Engineered products such as I-joists offer improved performance while providing markets for overabundant or previously undesirable species.  That, in turn, can be good for rural economies and for forest health.”
The USDA Forest Service Forest Products Laboratory was established in 1910 in Madison, Wis., with the mission to conserve and extend the country’s wood resources. Today, FPL’s research scientists work with academic and industrial researchers and other government agencies in exploring ways to promote healthy forests and clean water, and improve papermaking and recycling processes. Information is available at FPL’s Web site: www.fpl.fs.fed.us. Through FPL’s Advanced Housing Research Center, (www.fpl.fs.fed.us/ahrc/), researchers also work to improve homebuilding technologies and materials.
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