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Module 11: Plastered walls 
 

Module Objectives 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. The requirements for good plastering. 
2. Additives used in plaster. 
3. How to “key” the substrate before plastering 
4. Common defects found on plastered walls 

 

Module at a glance: 
 

Topic You will learn 
Plaster sand - Which sands are suitable for plastering 

 
Plaster additives - Which additives can be added to the 

plaster mix in order to improve its quality 
 

Lathing - How reinforcing (lathing) can be used in 
plastering – especially over cracks 
 

Keying - How to prepare the substrate for 
successful plastering 
 

Applying plaster - About plaster thickness and accuracy 
- Tips for successful plastering 

 
Common defects - Common defects in plaster work which 

the home inspector should look out for 
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Sand-cement plaster is used extensively in building work in South Africa as a decorative or 
protective coating which is applied to concrete and masonry walls and concrete ceilings.   
Brick and block walls are plastered for two main reasons: 
 

 Waterproofing 
 Cosmetic – decorative as a substrate for paintwork. 

 
Because plastered walls are so widely used in South Africa to finish off masonry walling, it is 
important for the home inspector to have a basic grasp of the science and practice of 
plastering and to be aware of the most common defects which are often observed on 
plastered walls. 
 
Requirements for good plastering 
 
Plaster has important requirements in both the fresh and hardened states.  
 

 At the time of application plaster must be workable, cohesive and plastic, and have 
good water retention. The properties of fresh plaster depend on the materials used, 
especially the sand, and on mix proportions.  
 

 In the cured (hardened) state, plaster must be strong enough to hold paint and 
withstand local impact and abrasion; free of unsightly cracking; well bonded to the 
substrate; and also have an acceptable surface texture with an even surface. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Did you know… 
The properties of plaster in both fresh and hardened states depend to a large 
extend on the properties of the three constituent materials of plaster: Cement, 
sand and water.  
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Plaster sand  
 
Sand is the main ingredient of plaster and has an important influence on its performance 
and material cost.  In South Africa, natural sands (obtained from pits or river banks or from 
dune sands) are usually used. The sand should be free of organic matter.  Crusher sands are 
not generally suitable for use in plaster due to the angular particle shape of crusher sand.  
 
Important properties of sands are: 

 Clay content 
 Grading 
 Maximum particle size 
 Particle shape 

 
Only sand with a low proportion of clay is suitable for plastering. If there is too much clay 
present the plaster is likely to shrink and crack as it cures.  Sands with high clay content may 
generally be detected by moistening the sand and rolling a sausage.   Plasterers say that 
mixes made with sand with high clay content are “fatty” and tend to stick to the trowel. 
 
One method builders can use to test the workability of the plaster mix is to place some of 
the mix on a flat surface and then press down on it with a horizontal trowel. If plasticity is 
acceptable then the mix will squeeze out around the edges of the blade and it will be 
possible to push the trowel almost all the way through.  
 
Additives for plaster  
 
Several different additives are used by builders to improve and modify plaster mixes. These 
include: 

 Hydrated builder’s lime 
 Mortar admixtures, most commonly plasticisers 
 Bonding aids 
 Pigments 
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Hydrated builder’s lime: Builder’s lime is not suitable for masonry cement because lime 
increases the water requirement of the plaster and thereby reduces the compressive 
strength of the mortar.  However, with plaster, where compressive strength is not as 
important, adding lime improves workability of the plaster.  The better water retention 
results in a better bond between the plaster and the masonry substrate and also lowers 
permeability (increases the water proofing effect). 
 
Chemical admixtures:  Chemical admixtures are sometimes used in plaster mixes to 
improve workability and water retention. Most used are the “mortar plasticisers” which 
work by retaining air within the plaster mix.   Chemical admixtures should never be used 
with masonry mortar mixes. 
 
Water-reducing plasticizers, retarders and accelerators may also be used in plaster mixes.  
Bonding liquid:  Bonding liquids are often used in plaster mixes, and in slurry mixes for 
bonding plasters to their substrates. Bonding liquid is made from rubber emulsions or 
acrylic polymers and should be used according to the manufacturer’s specifications.  Some 
bonding agents do not perform well in damp conditions. Adding bonding liquid to a plaster 
mix is only really effective if the substrate has been properly prepared. While bonding liquid 
also improves the “workability” of the mix, using too much bonding liquid will reduce the 
strength of the plaster. 
 
Pigments:  Pigments are used to colour plaster. Pigments for use with Portland cements are 
available in powder and liquid forms in a variety of colours, and are normally inorganic 
metallic oxides. 
 
For uniform colour the pigment should be thoroughly mixed with the cement prior to 
mixing with the sand.  Blended colour effects are also possible by partially mixing in more 
than one pigment. Both the sand and cement colour can affect the final colour.  The amount 
of water used also affects the colour.  It is therefore important that the batch quantities and 
qualities are carefully controlled. 
 

 
 

Warning… 
It is impossible to patch pigmented plasters without the patch being 
visible; this means that all plumbing and electrical pipes should be 
installed before plastering. 
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Lathing in Plaster 
 
NHBRC 3:6.7:   
 
Lathing in plaster is done to reinforce the plaster.  Lathing materials are plaster metal lath; 
galvanised chicken mesh and plastic lath.   Lathing is fixed to the substrate with galvanised 
nails leaving an approximately 5mm gap between the lath and the substrate. The lath 
should be tightly stretched to prevent waviness in the plaster. 
 
After fixing a protective costing of bitumen, oil based paint or rust inhibiting paint should be 
applied to all cut edges to prevent rust staining the plaster.  Plaster should be forced 
through the opening so that the lath is completely encased in plaster. 
 
Plaster lathing is commonly used to: 
 

 Strengthen plaster over cracks or repaired brickwork. 

 Over roof anchor straps in single leaf solid walls. 

 Over all wide chases in walls – wider than 75mm. 

 As an alternative to the provision of V joints, at the interfaces between clay masonry 
walling and concrete beams or pillars. 

Keying the substrate surface 
 
Spatter dash (used for keying substrates prior to plastering) is a mixture of one part of 
cement to one and a half part of coarse sand, with enough water for a sluggishly pourable 
consistence. Bonding liquid may be substituted for part of the mixing water (usually a 
quarter to a third, but in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions).  
 
The mixture is usually thrown, flicked onto the wall, using a brush with long, stiff bristles – 
called a “quash”.  The spatter dash should completely cover the surface with a rough 
texture.  
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Gypsum plaster (skimming) 
 
Gypsum-based plaster, such as Cretestone should never be mixed with a plaster made with 
Portland cement. This is because gypsum is a sulphate compound which attacks Portland 
cement, especially in damp conditions. This causes swelling, softening and disintegration of 
the plaster. 
 
Plaster thickness and accuracy 
 
Plaster thickness should be between 10-15mm and as uniform as possible. The more 
accurate the substrate, the easier it is to meet these requirements.  
 
In cases where overall thickness exceeds normal limits, then it is better to mechanically 
anchor the plaster to the substrate, for instance, with stainless steel studs or by tacking 
plaster mesh or galvanised chicken mesh to the substrate.. This is also recommended when 
plastering dense, non-absorbent substrates. 
 
SANS 2001-EMI:2007 states that “Where required in terms of the specification data, the 
permissible deviations in plaster shall not exceed 6 mm under a 2 m straight edge.”  
 
Applying plaster  
 

 
 
The plaster should be used up within two hours of being mixed and never be re-tempered 
by mixing in additional water.  
 
Ensure that plaster is not continuous across the line of a DPC. Plaster should be cut through 
to the substrate where different substrate materials meet – for instance masonry and 
concrete.  
 

Important… 
Never work in direct sun. Plastering should be protected from the sun and 
drying winds 
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Common defects with plaster work 
 
Some of the more common defects which the home inspector will observe when inspecting 
plastered walls are: 
 
Poor plaster finishes 
 
Uneven plaster.  This is often found around repairs and the closing up of conduit and piping 
channels.  It is almost impossible to “marry” new and old plaster. The best solution for 
uneven or rough plaster finishes, is to skim the entire wall. 
 
Cracked plaster 
 
Plaster cracks may be the surface indication or beginning of a deeper settlement crack.   
“Crazed cracking” of plaster can be seen; if the plaster mix was incorrect, or if the wall was 
plastered on a hot day causing the plaster to dry too quickly. 
 
Settlement cracking is best repaired with a flexible crack filler - because these cracks are 
“movement” cracks which are likely to reoccur.  On the other hand, fine crazed cracking is a 
one-off defect and here the cracks can be filled and covered with paint, or a suitable 
skimming material and are unlikely to reoccur. 
 
Debonding plaster 
 
Plaster which has been applied to an unsuitable substrate (such as a previously painted 
surface) or to a substrate which has not been properly keyed, may “debond”.  This means 
that the plaster “de-laminates” from the substrate.  If the plaster mix is incorrect, or if 
plaster is applied too thinly, then debonding may also occur. 
The only cure for de-bonded plaster is to chip off all loose plaster and re-plaster.  
 

 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this module 
before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make yourself with the 
information presented in this Module the better you will be as a professional 
home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas of this module before and during the 
open book online test.  
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