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with Steel

by Matt Macarewich

Most architects and designers,

by nature, are forward thinkers. The
shape of the building, its physical
presence on the site and the

emotional impact it makes are all part

of their vision. Concrete, glass, steel
and wood have more commonly been
the key components of their visions.
Composites, plastics and foam tend
to be economical compromises, or
substitutes, for what they had
originally envisioned.

Cost is what drives almost all
projects. It dictates the design, the
method, and the schedule. So new
methods are sometimes not even
considered for fear of not knowing
how they will affect cost. Yet human
nature pushes us to take little
chances: To compete, dare to be
different, and along the way discover
a new method of reducing cost.

Say you're one of the lucky ones
who discovered a clever new method
of erecting a structure. You know
deep down inside it could the biggest
thing to hit the building industry in a
hundred years. Do you tell everyone,
or dream of millions in an exclusive
patented deal? History has proved
team work prevails.

Birth of steel

Decades ago a handful of
visionaries got the idea to bend
sheet metal into shapes with
structural value and use them to
erect buildings. The only problem

was they decided to seek their own
exclusivity, making their products, in
a word, “proprietary.” This just

Both builders and developers
are finding numerous
advantages to using

ateel framing.

prevented light-gauge steel-framing
industry from expansion.

Since then, the steel-framing
industry has seen tremendous growth
worldwide. The top structural
engineers, manufacturers and
researchers throughout the industry
got together and developed what it
known as the Prescriptive Method For

Residential Cold-Formed Steel
Framing, which encompasses a
standardized method, standardized
material, standard span charts and
code adoption. Who paid for this? The
steel manufacturers, national housing
associations and the government
footed the bill.

This was all done in the search of
a more cost-effective means of
building homes. Tested, code
approved, economical, durable, with
a long list of ICBO reports (now
called ICC-ES Reports), light-gauge
steel now further qualifies as a
“major player” in the building
industry. Both builders and
developers are finding numerous
advantages to using steel framing.
Its potential to reduce mold, fire and
termite damage is just one of the’
perks and great selling points.
But what the developers are really
interested in is profit, combined with
quality. Steel provides both.

see “Confident with Steel” on page 22 »
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continued from page 21

Ease with panels

One of the biggest cost-saving
components in the steel-framing
business is the panel fabricators or
“panelizer.” With panels, the walls
and floors are framed in a
warehouse on an assembly line,
almost like cars. Due to its weight,
light-gauge steel lends itself to being
the best material with which to
perform this function. A large
reduction in onsite injury and a
jump forward in production are the
main eye-openers. Over the years,
panelizing has had its up and
downs, but the industry needs to
get use to the idea and understand
the real benefit.

I never thought | would be
assembling homes like this. Still think
you wouldn'’t, either? Remember when
you thought you would never own a
computer?

Panel plans can be derived from
just about any set of plans. Some
panelizers use CAD-based
proprietary programs design
specifically for light-gauge steel.
Others prefer to manually design the
panels. Some panel manufacturers
offer engineering, but most work
from any pre-engineered (for light-
gauge steel) set of plans. This all
has to happen before you start work
on the project. The same as having
the post tension, or truss, plans in
place prior to commencement, the
panel plans need to be completed.
This is very important because the
foundation contractor works from the
dimension plans provided by the
panelizer. When he or she doesn’t,
the panels won't work. This is
probably the biggest problem panel
installers face.

Installing panels is the one of the
newest trades in the business. The
job of a panel installer is to receive
the panels at the jobsite, follow the
panel plans and connect the panels
together. Use of a lift or small crane
is common during these installations.
Additionally, the installer will provide
labor and materials for floor, roof and
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to take little chances:
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different, and along the way
Jiscover a new method

of reducing cost.

wall sheathing, soffits, tub decks,
siding and other decorative plant-on
features. So now you have a panel
designer, panel manufactures and
panel installers, instead of just a
framer. All this, so you can have a
4,000-square-foot custom home
framed in a week and a half. For the
same cost as wood, I'll take it!

Tried and true

Conventional framing of light-gauge
steel continues to grow as well. While
slower than panelizing, this remains
the most common method of framing
by small custom home builders.
Obviously the most flexible method is
going to be the design-as-you-build
approach. And some custom homes
get so cut up and complicated, you
need that flexibility.

Where does this workforce come
from? | trained crews large and small
in the latest load bearing light-gauge

steel techniques, and | have found
converting wood framers is easier
than commercial drywall and metal-
stud framers. Wood framers
understand the concepts of cutting
roof rafters, stairs, shear walls, load
paths with posts, beams, blocking
and stiffeners.

Most commercial metal-stud
framers have developed framing
habits for non-load bearing walls that
can be detrimental to the integrity of
a light-gauge load-bearing structure.
Their experience is typically infill on
buildings with a structural iron post-
and-beam type of exoskeletons,
where the light-gauge steel studs do
not support the building. But with a
little extra training, they, too, have
proven to be excellent light-gauge
steel framers.

| recently had a custom-home
builder friend of mine come by and
pound on the finished walls and jump
on the floors. He has been watching
the construction of some of my steel-
framed custom homes, and he
wanted to see if there was any tinny
sound or squeaks. He was surprised
it was so quiet, solid and warm
feeling. He said he would not have
believed it until he saw and felt it for
himself. One of my latest converts in
the making. So, as | tell anyone
reluctant to specify steel framing on
their next project, “Design with steel
and the framers will follow.”
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