Treated Lumber--Friend or Foe?

There has been a lot of discussion of Treated lumber these days and the particular chemical that is used to treat the wood—Chromated Copper Arsenate or CCA.  CCA is a waterborne wood preservative used to treat 98% of the treated lumber on the market and gives it that characteristic green color.  It is a very effective wood preservative extending the life of wood fivefold (20 to 25 years).  New studies are finding that the Arsenate, a form of Arsenic, is leaching out into the surrounding soil.  Because of its widespread use in gardens and the fact that arsenic is a poison, questions have been raised about risks of human exposure and environmental contamination.

The University of Minnesota Extension office has conducted a study to analyze crop uptake of the elements in the CCA lumber to see if there is concern about arsenic leaching in treated wood planting beds.  The results of the study did show leaching of Arsenic into the soil, especially between 0-1 inches away from the wood.  The study also showed that plants planted inside the beds did take up the arsenic (especially beans, carrots, and buckwheat).   None of the edible portions of the plants were at levels above the United States Public Health Service recommended level of 2.6 parts per million (ppm), but they all did have measurable levels of Arsenic in them. The study looked at six established raised beds from around the Twin Cities metro.  The highest soil reading was 50 ppm located 0-1 inches away from the wood.  Based on the study, the extension office recommends plants be grown at least 15 inches away from the treated wood.  Complete results of the study can be found on the extension office’s website (www.extension.umn.edu) look for the June 1st Yard and Garden News, or by contacting the extension office at 612-624-4771.

CCA is not only prevalent in the garden but also at children’s playgrounds and peoples decks.  Although it is unclear if the levels in the soil around these structures are toxic, current studies are showing the Arsenic is leaching into the soil.  The treated lumber industry claims that no matter what levels are leaching they are still well below a public health risk level.   Nine other nations have banned or restricted CCA use including Germany, Sweden, and Indonesia.  California passed a law in the late 80’s require treated wood structures be coated with paint or sealant every two years.  The EPA has set guidelines for providing warning sheets that must accompany shipments to retailers, but often these are discarded with other packaging material before they even reach customers.  

If you are concerned about using treated lumber there are several other options.  The direct substitute would be to use cedar lumber (red cedar), which is naturally rot resistant.  Some other woods are also rot resistant such as hickory, white oak, and redwood.  Your best bet is to do a little research or contact the U of M extension office.  You may want to consider other products like concrete blocks for raised beds or plastic materials.

For more info:  Contact U of M Extension Office



612-624-4771 or website at (www.extension.umn.edu)
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