
 
Facts about CCA Treated Wood 

 
CCA treated wood is ideal for using outdoors where structures are exposed to weathering or harsh 
estuarine or marine conditions, and/or are in direct contact with the ground or water. It is a good 
substitute for naturally durable timber species that are under threat from over-logging or illegal 

harvesting. 
 

Why not use natural wood? 
 
In its natural state, wood may either: 
 

be durable and able to resist decay and insect attack – such as jarrah and other Australian 
eucalypts, teak and many tropical hardwoods, or 

 
 have only moderate or no durability – such as many indigenous species and all commercially 
grown species in New Zealand. 

 
Many of the naturally durable species of wood are protected from commercial use for conserva-
tion reasons. For a good supply of durable wood, therefore, it is necessary to treat non-durable 
species. The most commonly available species of commercial wood in New Zealand, radiata 
pine, is the most treatable species in the world. 

 

 

Why use CCA treated wood? 
 
Wood gets preservative treatment to make it more durable, particularly when it is used outdoors. 
With CCA treatment, wood can last for 40 years, and often much longer, even when it is exposed 
to the weather or a harsh estuarine or marine environment and/or is in direct contact with the 
ground or with fresh or salt water . 



What is CCA? 
 

CCA has been used as a preservative for about 70 years. It is a highly cost-effective means of treat-
ing wood. It is made up of three active elements: 

copper – which resists rot or decay caused by fungal attack 
chrome – which fixes the preservative to the cell walls in the wood so it doesn’t leach out 
arsenate – which resists attack by insects such as borers and termites. 

 
These elements are combined in a water-based mixture. To apply the mixture, it is put in a pres-
sure container and infused into the wood. 

 

What are the benefits of CCA treated wood? 
 

CCA treated wood is the ideal material for outdoor structures because it is a renewable natural 
resource that: 

benefits conservation because we can use CCA treated radiata pine grown in plantations in-
stead of durable species of wood from natural forests in New Zealand and other countries, 
and we can harvest plantation-grown trees at a substantially slower rate as CCA treatment 
makes wood last longer 
protects the environment as an environmentally friendly alternative to concrete, steel, alu-
minium and plastic – products made from non-renewable resources that are generally ex-
tracted from the earth and are transformed into usable products through energy-intensive 
processes. 

 

How safe is CCA treated wood? 
 

Although the elements in CCA do have harmful properties, CCA treated wood is no risk to human 
health because it contains only small amounts of the elements and they are fixed to the wood. 
 
Many studies in New Zealand and in other countries have concluded that human exposure to arse-
nate, in particular from CCA treated wood, is negligible. There have been no known instances 
where exposure to CCA treated wood has led to life-threatening or debilitating illnesses. For ex-
ample, researchers have noted: 

“There are no epidemiological studies or human case reports involving disease related to di-
rect contact with CCA-treated wood and the low level exposures that most of the general 
population will experience from contact with CCA-treated wood are extremely unlikely to re-
sult in acute health effects.” Dr Deborah Read, public health physician, 2005 
“The final report on the US EPA’s [inherently conservative] assessment of child exposures 
from playground equipment and decks has shown that estimated exposures to arsenic and 
chromium are within acceptable limits for non-cancer effects, except at the very upper end 
of the exposure distribution for arsenic, while the median results for cancer effects are very 
close to the target level of 1 per 100,000 normally applied in New Zealand risk assessments.” 
Dr Bruce Graham, environmental scientist, 2009 
“In the context of possible adverse health effects through exposure to CCA treated wood, the 
scientific evaluation is clear – there simply is no significant risk.” Dr Wayne Temple, Director 
of the National Poisons Centre and Dr Peter Di Marco, Director of BenchMark Toxicology Ser-
vices, Perth, Australia 2003 
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What about the risk to children? 

 
The most likely way that children could take in CCA is by wiping their palm on CCA treated 
timber on a deck or in a playground and then putting their hand in their mouth. They may 
also be exposed if they put soil containing CCA leachate into their mouth.  
 
The World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) Tolerable Daily Limit for arsenic (which a person 

can take in without suffering any substantial health risk as a result) is 2µg/kg of body 
weight. 

 
Based on a range of US studies (some of which calculated their estimates using very conser-
vative assumptions), the US Consumer Product Safety Commission considers that typically a 
child’s daily intake of arsenic is 0.62µg/kg of body weight from all sources of which 0.5µg/kg 
is from food and water and just 0.12µg/kg is from contact with CCA treated playground tim-
ber This amount is clearly well below the WHO Tolerable Daily Limit. 

 
Recommendations 

 
CCA treated wood does contain arsenic but the degree to which people, particularly chil-
dren, can be exposed to it from contact with the wood is negligible. Restrictions on the use 
of CCA treated wood in other countries such as Australia and the USA are not based on sci-
entific data. Rather, they were introduced as “precautionary measures” and to reduce the 
financial risk if any legal action was taken in future. 
 
You can safely use CCA treated wood for any of your outdoor projects such as building a deck 
or fence or landscaping your garden. 
 
Our only warnings are: 

don’t burn CCA treated wood because this could release the active elements into the 
atmosphere or into the soil 
don’t use CCA treated wood as a surface to prepare food on.  


