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Problem solving

( Help and advice )

OVER the last five years or so
there’s been a steady incr ease in
the availability and use of ‘low
odour’ latex smoothing
compounds.

This has been driven lar gely by
the desire to improve the working
environment for both the
contractor and building
occupants - not too many people
can boast to liking the smell of
ammonia associated with
traditional products - rather than
any proven health and safety
concern. This is not a bad thing
as any product that makes
installation mor e pleasantis a
step for ward and should be
encouraged.

First a bit of history; in the UK
the bread and butter of
smoothing products has always
been the latex smoothing
compounds, or mor e specifically
natural rubber latex smoothing
compounds.

Contractors understand them,
know what can be achieved and
what to expect from them. Our
industry sadly is rarely given the
time on site, is generally on a
tight timeframe and is often given
small areas at a time and are

LOOK up the meaning of the word
‘profile’ in the dictionary and it’ll
give you any number of definitions
from ‘the outline of a person’s
face’ to ‘a ver tical section of the
earth’s crust’.

The word apparently originates
from ‘“filum’, the Latin wor d for
thread, and from the Italian
‘profilare’, meaning to sketch
lightly. | appreciate that the leap
from the language of ancient
Rome to modern day flooring
installations is a lar ge one.

Quite how the term has come to
mean a manmade flooring
accessor y is not immediately
clear, unless you set your mind to
thinking of edging. But where
would we in the flooring industry
be without them?

Like the word itself, flooring
profiles have developed
considerably over the years.

Aluminium nosings and stair
edgings, which some would ter m
profiles, have been ar ound for a
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Low odour latex can

expected to work around other
trades...all too often it is these
trades who are behind on
schedule.

As a consequence the almost
failsafe natural rubber latexes
have been preferred. They
adhere very strongly, making
them the most viable option on
contaminated floors. Adhesive
residues can easily be r ubbed
down the following day to take
out any blemishes or damage by
other trades.

Supplied as a bag and bottle
(pre-gauged) they make for easy
use for the contractor. Yet they do
have the ‘ammoniacal’ odour
from the stabilisation of the
natural rubber so changing the
nature of the latex to a synthetic
alternative and removing this
odour is an obvious route.

It must be understood,
however, that we already have
had low odour options in the
marketplace for many, many
years....called water mix
products, but these don’t do the
same as the trusted latex. They
generally require more thorough
preparation, give harder
compounds, and require water

very long time, although probably
not from a time when Latin was
widely used. However, I've been in
the trade long enough to
remember a time when PVC
accessories wer e virtually
unheard of.

Contemporar y floorcoverings
were generally fitted wall to wall,
unless it became necessar y to
overlay an existing concr ete,
terrazzo or asphalt floor that
already incorporated an in situ
cove.

In these circumstances, sheet
PVC, rubber flooring and
occasionally tiles wer e taken up to
the ready made cove detail.

Eventually, presumably due to
the desire to eliminate the dirt
trap at the junction of wall and
floor and to make hospitals mor e
hygienic places, Ministr y of Health
(MOH) coving became available
along with a cheaper alter native
known as sit-on-coving.

Made from good old PVC, this

Martin Cummins on smoothing compounds

cause quite a stink

available on site and measur es
to gauge the water.

They are ideal for large ‘virgin’
areas and often have the added
bonus of being pumpable and
able to be laid, where necessar y,
at greater thicknesses. But ask a
contractor what he would use on
a ‘tricky’ floor the answer is
inevitably latex such as
Screedmaster 2 or Arditex.

So where do the low odour
latexes fit in to the por tfolio
offered these days. They ar e pre-
gauged, they of fer the reduction
in smell (ideal for occupied
premises), they have good
adhesion not requiring the high
level of subfloor prep needed for
water mix products, but the vast
array do have a wide range of
properties.

As a consequence they must
be considered on a job-for-job
basis as they may not necessarily
do all that you expect from the
standard natural rubber
products.

For instance some ar e classed
as high strength, of fering
compressive str engths nearer to
that of the higher quality water
mix products.

was available in black only so you
couldn’t see the dir t. A step in the
right direction, but by no means a
perfect solution by today’s
standards.

By the start of the 1970s, the
site formed coving of PVC and
rubber sheet flooring was
becoming more common and in
my early days with Altro much of
our work was carried out this way.

Due to the lack of a suitable of f
the shelf alter native, all our cove
forming took place using latex
screed mixed a little bit wetter
than semi dry (very scientific).

Installers used a coving tr owel if
they had one, or more likely a
bottle or can, to approximate the
radius of the required cove.

The drawback with forming the
cove wet is obvious, as it had to
be left overnight to cure; every job
took at least two days ir respective
of the size.

Then magically and seemingly
out of the blue, PVC extr uded cove

This may leave it extremely
difficult to rub down the following
day so you may need to change
your practice. Also, the old har d
over soft rule applies, will the
higher strength products be OK
on soft adhesive residues or
lower strength surface such as
the existing latex subfloor .

To formulate the low odour
products it is ver y easy to reduce
the rubber level to offer contract
grades at a lesser cost. However ,
less rubber may mean poorer
adhesion so subfloor pr ep may
need to be more thorough getting
much more like a water mix than
latex.

The types of synthetic r ubber
can also vary a lot offering
differences in sur face
absorbency so the adhesive may
perform in a different manner.

So we now have an endless list
of products all claiming to be low
odour. They of fer benefits in
many cases, in my opinion
varying from products close in
performance to traditional
latexes to products much closer
to water mix materials.

Continued on page 20

Up to the edge with a PVC cove for mer

former arrived on the scene,
thanks to innovative
manufacturers such as Altr o, and
this put an end to all the early
finishes we used to have whilst
waiting for the old latex version to
dry.

Nowadays it seems ther e’s a
plastic profile for every
eventuality, which must make the
contractors’ job easier . At the last
count, we were marketing around
20 PVC profiles for various flooring
scenarios, in addition to a range of
walling accessories used with our
wall cladding.

These products are designed to
make it easy for contractors to
achieve a high performance, and
attractive finish. It's cer tainly a far
cry from the dark ages of my early
days in the industry. CFJ

David Gatfield is Altro’s northern
region technical services manager
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