
Choosing the Right Timber for Underground
Mining Support

Why timber remains a trusted material in underground mining
Underground mining places extreme demands on any structural material. Rock pressures,
moisture, and the constant risk of movement mean that every support element must perform
reliably. Timber has been used in mines for generations, and it still holds advantages over steel
and concrete in many operations. It is lighter to handle underground, absorbs shock loads
better than rigid materials, and can be cut or adjusted on site without specialised equipment.
But not every piece of timber is suited to this work. Selecting the right mining support timber
requires attention to species, grading, dimensions, and treatment. This article walks through
the key steps to make that choice correctly.

Understand the loads the timber must carry
The first step is to assess the forces the timber will face underground. Different parts of a mine
place different demands on support structures. A roof beam in a tunnel carries a steady
compressive load, while a prop in a stope may need to handle sudden impacts from shifting
rock. The timber you choose must match the expected load bearing capacity for its role. For
primary support in deep mines, you need timber with high compressive strength and minimal
internal defects. For secondary or temporary supports, the requirements are less strict, but you
still need reliable material. Talk to the mine's engineering team about the specific loads, and
use that information to narrow down your timber choices. Sisanda Agri

Select a species with the right natural durability
Timber species vary widely in their natural resistance to decay, insect attack, and moisture. In
an underground environment, the timber is often in contact with damp rock or water seepage.
Species with high natural durability last longer and reduce the need for frequent replacements.
Hardwoods such as jarrah, karri, and certain eucalypts are common choices in mining because
they combine strength with good resistance to rot. Softwoods like pine can be used if they are
properly treated, but they generally do not match the longevity of dense hardwoods. The
structural grade of the timber also matters. Look for material that is graded for structural use,
with minimal knots, splits, or gum veins that could weaken the piece. A reliable supplier will
provide grade stamps or certificates that confirm the timber meets recognised standards.

Check moisture content before installation
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Moisture content affects both the strength and the dimensional stability of timber. Green
timber that has not been dried can shrink, warp, or split as it loses moisture underground. This
can loosen supports and create dangerous gaps. Ideally, mining support timber should have a
moisture content that matches the conditions where it will be installed. In dry mines, a lower
moisture content around 12 to 18 percent is appropriate. In wetter environments, timber that is
too dry may absorb moisture and swell, causing cracking or jamming. The best approach is to
specify a moisture content range when ordering, and to verify it with a handheld moisture
meter on delivery. Timber that is too wet or too dry for the site will cause problems down the
line.

Consider the right dimensions and profile
Timber dimensions must match the support system being used. Common sizes for mining
support include square-sawn posts, round poles, and rectangular beams. The dimensions you
need depend on the span, the load, and the spacing of supports. A general rule is to use larger
cross-sections for heavier loads and wider spans. However, oversized timber is harder to
handle and more expensive. Work with a supplier who can cut to specific dimensions and offer
consistent sizing. For retaining wall applications, you may need planks or boards with uniform
thickness and straight edges. For props and pillars, round timber with the bark removed is
often preferred because it distributes load evenly. Whatever the profile, check that the timber is
straight and free of excessive taper. Crooked or tapered pieces are difficult to install securely
and may not carry load as intended.

Look at treatment and preservative options
Not all mining support timber needs chemical treatment. In some mines, the natural durability
of a dense hardwood is enough. In others, especially where termites or fungal decay are active,
treated timber is essential. Common treatments include copper-based preservatives and
creosote. Treated timber can last significantly longer in aggressive conditions. But treatment
also adds cost and may have environmental or handling restrictions. Some mines have policies
against certain chemicals. Check the mine's specifications before ordering. If treatment is
needed, make sure the treatment process penetrates the wood deeply enough. Surface
treatments offer little protection underground. A reputable supplier will provide documentation
on the treatment method and the retention levels achieved.

A note on sourcing: When you need a reliable supply of mining support timber, it helps to work
with a supplier who understands both the forestry and the mining industries. Sisanda Agri
supplies hardwood railway sleepers, timber products, and agricultural sourcing solutions
across South Africa. Their experience with heavy-duty timber products means they can advise
on suitable species, dimensions, and treatment for underground applications. Whether you



need bulk delivery for a large operation or a specific grade for a specialised support system, a
knowledgeable supplier makes the selection process smoother.

Plan for handling and storage on site
Timber that arrives in good condition can still be damaged by poor handling or storage.
Underground mines are cramped and wet. Timber should be kept off the ground and covered
until it is installed. Storing timber in a dry area above ground before bringing it underground
helps control moisture content and prevents fungal growth. When moving timber underground,
avoid dragging it across rough surfaces that can strip the bark or gouge the surface. Damaged
timber may not hold treatment chemicals properly and can create weak points. Train the
installation crew to inspect each piece before use and to reject any that show signs of rot,
insect damage, or excessive cracking.

Inspect and maintain supports regularly
Even the best mining support timber will degrade over time. Regular inspection is critical. Look
for signs of compression, splitting, fungal growth, or insect attack. In areas with high moisture,
check the timber at ground contact points most frequently. Replace any piece that shows
significant loss of strength. A proactive maintenance schedule extends the life of the support
system and reduces the risk of failure. Keep records of timber grades, treatment types, and
installation dates so you can track performance and adjust your selection criteria for future
orders.

Final considerations for a sound selection
Choosing timber for underground mining support is not a one-size-fits-all decision. The right
choice balances strength, durability, cost, and availability. Start by understanding the loads and
environment. Select a species and structural grade that match those conditions. Pay attention
to moisture content, dimensions, and treatment. Work with a supplier who can provide
consistent quality and documentation. Sisanda Agri offers timber products suited to mining
and agricultural applications, and their team can help you match the right material to your
project. With careful selection and proper handling, timber remains one of the most
dependable materials for keeping underground operations safe and productive.


