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How to nail it in
FRAME & TRUSS

IN THE LAST couple of issues we’ve looked at changes 
in materials in frame & truss. We’ve heard about how 
prefabrication and panelisation may be one direction 
the F&T industry could evolve into. But that’s 
looking ahead.

To get a fix on where F&T is right here and 
now, we talked to two quite different operators 
with a common aspiration – to produce more, 
better and faster – namely PlaceMakers with its 
remodelled F&T network and national perspective 
and Thomsons ITM in deepest Waikato, a smaller 
operator that’s digging deep for the future. 

So – how to do more with less? What about a 
shortage of detailers? What about LVL? How to 
make an impression in what some say is now a 
price-led, over-commoditised market? Read about 
all this and more in the following pages…

To conclude our series on the 
state of frame & truss, we take 
stock with a major national 
operation in the process of 
remodelling itself and a major 
local player that’s investing in 
capacity. Steve Bohling reports.
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IN DECEMBER WE were lucky enough to get together with the top 
people charged with transforming PlaceMakers’ frame & truss 
network from a disparate bunch of 23+ sheds into a coherent, 
modern, national network based around eight regional hubs (of 
which four will be brand new plants) with a standard offer and 
true economies of scale.

The key people we talked to were: Robert Grimmer (National 
Estimating & Manufacturing Manager); Blake Bibbie (GM 
National Sales & Manufacturing); and of course Dean Fradgley 
(Chief Executive of Distribution, New Zealand).

Over the last few years, explains Robert Grimmer, the plan 
has been to move away from branch-based plants which “varied 
considerably in scale, approach and professionalism” towards 
“manufacturing centres of excellence”.

To give you an idea of the work already done and planned for 
the network:
•	 Whangarei: Operational since July 2014.
•	 Auckland: New plant planned for 2017.
•	 WBOP: Operational since July 2014.
•	 Taupo: Expanded existing plant December 2014.
•	 LNI (Wellington): New plant to be completed mid-/ late 2015.
•	 Tasman: New plant to be completed March 2015.
•	 Christchurch: Plant/equipment upgraded Oct-Dec 2014.
•	 Dunedin: New plant planned for late 2015.

The idea is not to sell just on price but capability – that well-
used idea of taking a stick of timber and turning it into a thing of 
value – it’s also about “planning for the upside”.

“With plants attached to a branch,” says Grimmer, “We didn’t 
really have a focus on manufacturing. Now we’re seeing F&T 
as a specialist operation, a dedicated entity involving training, 
people and equipment which works in conjunction with our 
branches.”

Changes to plant layout, workflow and equipment upgrades 

have already brought with them significant gains over the last 
handful of years. For example, 10 years ago the Wiri plant was 
outputting 450m3/week with 60-65 people on two shifts. Now it’s 
doing the same with 40 people in a single shift thanks to “tweaks”. 

Take cutting: moving from a basic drop saw in the tens of 
thousands of dollars to a Razer saw in the hundreds of thousands 
of dollars not only reduces the manpower on that station but 
also reduces waste from 7-8% down to about 3%. From three 
million cuts a year on open saws, PlaceMakers’ new Razer saws 
are now making a mere half a million cuts, so productivity, not 
to mention health & safety gains, are obvious.

Other key areas of improved efficiency include auto nailing, 
faster truss pressing with a better automated pucking system, less 
manual handling and improved information transfer, including 
outsourcing to detailers if needed for quicker response.

That last point is in addition to detailers remaining at store 
level by the way. Although technology means you don’t have 
to have all facets of the process under one roof, PlaceMakers 
recognised that the detailers are its F&T operation’s key 
interface with customers and that won’t change. Detailers will 
continue to be spread throughout the store network, although 
some may also work from home as independent contractors and 
even offshore in case of undercapacity. 

However, experienced detailers are an increasingly sought-after 
commodity, says Robert Grimmer, so PlaceMakers is investing in 
training its own because, after all: “Detailing is a dying skill. If you 
Google ‘detailing’, you get people who clean cars…”

PROVING LESS CAN BE MORE
What about the rationalised network, given the typical builder’s 
“buy local, buy late” outlook? Although there will be a detailer 
with whom they have a relationship with in their chosen branch, 
Blake Bibbie says: “Feedback suggests PlaceMakers customers 

Placemakers reforms its network

Seen at PlaceMakers’ F&T plant in Wiri (L-R): Robert Grimmer (National 
Estimating & Manufacturing Manager); Blake Bibbie (GM National Sales & 

Manufacturing); Martin Griffiths (NZ Hardware Journal); and Dean Fradgley 
(Chief Executive of Distribution, New Zealand).
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don’t really mind where it comes from – so long as it comes on 
time, on spec and good quality. 

“After all, we don’t have a plasterboard plant in every town do 
we?” Still, he admits: “It’s a big piece of work to get across the 
NZ psyche of builders who think everything needs to be done in 
their back yard…”

Given PlaceMakers’ scale and coverage, it seemed reasonable 
to ask the team about panelisation, which some are pitching 
as the biggest innovation since the nail 
plate. Dean Fradgley immediately asks: 
“Is it helping the builder to build more 
affordable houses?” and “Does New 
Zealand have the scale for it?”

Still, the subject isn’t dismissed 
out of hand: “We are interested in 
panelised building,” says Fradgley, 
adding: “We’ve just got a question 
about whether it’s scalable…” The 
conversation carried on but suffice to 
say for now that standardisation around 
other components of a house may provide more interesting 
opportunities…

Summing up, when it’s all done and dusted, the number of 
PlaceMakers F&T plants may have shrunk by two thirds but 

actual capacity will have increased three- to four-fold. And the 
net result of all this? 

With the network still to be completed, Dean Fradgley says 
PlaceMakers frame & truss is already outperforming the market 
with double digit growth rate compared to his estimation of the 
industry’s growth of 9-10%.

It’s probably fair to say that historically PlaceMakers has 
underinvested in F&T but that’s clearly changing… “We’re 

putting out money where our mouth is,” says Fradgley. 
And, with the new promise of your frame & truss delivered in 

full on time or PlaceMakers pays the customer $200 a day affixed 
large to the outside of every branch, indeed they are.

Here’s another tool 
you can take on-site

www.miteknz.co.nz

This is how you do it!
Scan the code to view videos for MiTek 
product installation tips or go to
vimeo.com/channels/howyoudoit

Winner

2014

Untitled-2   1 18/12/14   12:11 pm
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UNTIL FOUR AND a half years ago, Thomsons ITM’s frame & truss 
arm operated out of a picturesque, semi-enclosed 300m2 legacy 
shed that was originally built for dryframe storage. Output was 
a little less than a house a day and even that meant “doing some 
hours” and working around a range of old fangled inefficiencies.

Recognising the firm needed to up its game, using space within 
the original Thomsons Whatawhata site, a brand new 800m2 
shed was built. At the same time, machinery upgrades included 
going from manual to Spida CSS saws, which doubled cutting 
productivity, then a new MiTek dual rail press for assembling 
trusses, which lifted production again, while a semi-automatic 
framing machine was icing on the cake.

The housing market at that time wasn’t at peak health, as well we 
all know… Indeed Thomsons ITM Managing Director Mike van 
der Hoek says: “When we built the new shed, everyone around 
here said I was mad – what was I doing building a new frame & 
truss shed with the current state of the market? But I saw it as a 
great opportunity! 

“With manufacturing plants shutting down around us, gaps are 
opening up in the market and you can get equipment at a very very 
good rate… Like any of these operations, low cost manufacturing is 
going to win the battle at the end of the day.”

What was the return on investment? “With less people we were 
doing nearly double the production and with half the waste,” says 
van der Hoek, and all for just $70,000 of equipment.

Having tasted some of the fruits of this investment and, facing 
increasing demand, roughly 12 months ago Thomsons ITM further 

ramped up its commitment to frame &truss, spending another 
$700,000 dollars on plant and equipment, including a Razer V5 
multi axis CNC controlled linear saw with assisted follower housed 
in a further 1,200m2 extension to the new shed.

Mike van der Hoek is pleased to report output has risen to “a 
couple of houses a day”, and that spending six figures on the saw 
alone was “very good value” – it will pay for itself in 18 months, 
even based on current production levels, he says. “Once you get to 
approximately 100 cubes of frames & trusses a week, equipment like 
that makes sense in a hurry,” he emphasises. 

Then there’s the massive Robin roller press system that 
was bought for scrap money from the US and has now been 
recommissioned with automatic pucking – perfect for the local 
market he says, it puts out a truss every 3-4 minutes.

A LEADER NOT A FOLLOWER
In terms of productivity overall, the Thomson ITM MD says his 
plant’s productivity is “about double” that of the smaller ITM plants 
he’s benchmarked, adding quickly however that they don’t have a 
million dollar investment in plant and equipment or a 2,000m2 shed 
to work in, so it’s all relative to the return on investment they need.

There were a few sticks of LVL around the place when I visited 
the plant in December and it turns out that as much as 15% of 
Thomson ITM’s frame output is LVL, which is unusual in the North 
Island right now. 

The Juken LVL product is “very good, a bit heavier and harder to 
nail but extremely stable and builders love it,” says van der Hoek, 
who is offering J-Frame LVL to some customers as a point of 
difference and a premium option, even though it’s hard to charge a 
premium in what remains a tight, even cut throat market.

Summing up, Mike van der Hoek says he is “pretty happy” with 
what he and his team have achieved. “I laughingly used to say that 
we were doing pretty well for a bunch of amateurs but we’re a little 
bit better than that!”

Aim high, he says: “I have always taken the view that if you’re 
small you will only every be a niche player and will only ever get 
to follow what the opposition is doing – and I don’t want to be a 
follower!”  

Thomsons ITM on top in Whatawhata

Thomsons ITM Managing 
Director Mike van der Hoek: 

“When we built the new shed, 
everyone around here said I 

was mad!”
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The Commerce Commission’s December 

decision in favour of Winstone Wallboards (see 

the Hard News section) came at the end of a 

year in which the building supply sector had 

been under a high degree of focused attention 

at a political level in the context of debate over 

housing affordability. 

The use of volume rebates within the industry 

was under intense scrutiny by both politicians 

and officials of the public sector, many of whom, 

we’re advised, “struggled to understand that 

volume rebates equated with volume discounts 

that are commonplace in many commercial 

sectors”.

But fuelling attention on the supply chain was 

also a report of the Productivity Commission 

into housing affordability which claimed that residential building 

costs in New Zealand were in the order of 15-25% higher than 

Australia. 

Subsequently however an independent study carried out for MBIE 

by economic research group NZIER found: “We did not find robust 

evidence to suggest the cost of building a house in 

New Zealand is more or less than in Australia.”

NZIER said that in the context of lower 

productivity, and possibly higher material costs, 

there is room to reduce build cost further in New 

Zealand through productivity gains. 

Still, it added: “We should not start, however, 

from the proposition that the building cost gap is 

around 25% between Australia and New Zealand. 

The potential efficiency gains are likely to be much 

more modest.”

NZIER’s report noted important differences 

between the two countries in regulatory and 

building code standards. These included the use of 

double wall cavities in New Zealand for addressing 

leaky building concerns, double glazing of windows 

to meet energy efficiency requirements and the construction of 

foundations and structures that can withstand earthquakes.

You can read the NZIER report Bespoke Residential Housing Demand 

& Construction Innovation at the shortened URL below:

http://bit.ly/1zsetJ1

End in sight for investigations into “expensive” NZ building?

Steel & Tube’s new generation Seismic SE Grade 500E 
Ductile Reinforcing Meshes are made to fully comply with 
AS/NZS 4671:2001. The Seismic SE range has been 
developed using Pacific Steel micro alloy steel to ensure a 
fully compliant, New Zealand product.

Being a fully New Zealand product, quality traceability and rigorous 
manufacturing controls are maintained and monitored ensuring every sheet 
conforms to the new building code. Test certification is available on each and 
every tagged sheet of Seismic SE – guaranteed.

Given that Seismic SE range of meshes comply fully with all dimensional 
requirements of the AS/NZS4671:2001, Seismic SE is efficient, making them one 
of the most cost effective meshes currently available to meet the new standard.

Guaranteed
Fully Compliant

You can rely on:
 Cost Effective Seismic Mesh 
 Fully AS/NZS4671:2001 Compliant
 Ductility Class: E (Earthquake/Seismic)
 New Zealand Micro Alloy Steel 
 Grade 500E
 Nett sheet cover 10.12m2 or 12.76m2 
 

6.1mm to 9mm wire diameter 
(as per Table 6B)
200mm wire centres
(as per Table 6B)
New Zealand made
Independently Tested & Certified 

Talk to your local building merchant or call 0800 800 9473       www.steelandtube.co.nz

Key Code Requirements Compliant 

Steel  
 

Micro Alloy Grade 500E

Physical Properties 
Yield Stress  500 Mpa

Seismic SE lap

200mm

200mm

225mm

 

   

   

Ultimate / Yield Ratio 1.15

Uniform Elongation  10%

Weld Shear            50%

Dimensions 
Diameter (SE62) 6.1mm

Pitch  200mm

Net Area 10.0/12.76

Compliance and Presentation

Seismic SE diameter and spacing

200mm

Diameter:
SE62 6.1mm
SE62res 6.1mm
SE72 7.0mm

 
SE82 8.0mm
SE92 9.0mm

   

  

Compliance Letter
Test Certificates with each shipment
Sheet I.D.
Support Literature
Full product range from 4671

Seismic SE Mesh

Superseded Hard Drawn Wire Meshes

Seismic SE 62  665/147/510ML
Seismic SE 72  663/212

Seismic SE 82  662/264
Seismic SE 92  661/295

Product Compliancy As at January 2015
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