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4.4 Cutting and machining

4.4.1 General

All wood-based panels can be cut or machined by hand or with power tools, but
with any such activities, care has to be exercised to avoid injury to the operator or
damage to the material and equipment. It is important that operatives have a
clear understanding of the operation, follow any manufacturer’s specific guidance
for their product and adhere to relevant health and safety guidelines. Any
personal protective equipment appropriate to the operation should be worn at all
times. Section 6 of PanelGuide “Health and Safety” should also be consulted.

When cutting wood-based panels, it is important to pay attention to normal
woodworking best practice. Sharp cutters, adequate support close to saws and
cutters, elimination of machine vibration, correct allowance for saw kerf etc will all
help to ensure that a good result in achieved in a safe fashion.

The quality of cut on a panel is affected by moisture content and high moisture
contents should be avoided wherever possible. When a very close fit is required,
panels should be cut to size after conditioning to close to their final in-service
moisture content.

4.4.2 Cutting with hand tools

All panel types can be cut to size with conventional hand tools, although some
types, e.g. cement-bonded particleboard, are more difficult to cut than others and
cutting edges may need regular maintenance. Whilst satisfactory results can be
achieved using hand tools, quicker and more consistent results can be achieved
using either portable or fixed power tools.

4.4.3 Machining with power tools

Either hand held power tools or fixed machines can be used for machining wood-
based panels. Hand-held tools are more appropriate to small volumes, in-situ
cutting or intermittent use and for large volumes of material fixed workshop
machines are more appropriate. They generally provide a better quality finish and
allow health and safety requirements to be more easily met.

The rate of feed should generally be slower than that used for natural timber and
cutting edges should be kept sharp. This is particularly important for plastic
laminate faced panels as otherwise edges may bell or spread slightly.

Tungsten carbide tipped (TCT) blades should be used because of their longer
cutting life. Tungsten carbide tipped saws and cutters have a much lower rate of
wear than most other types and this offsets their higher initial cost. Polycrystaline
diamond tipped (PDT) tools have improved resistance compared to tungsten
carbide tools. However due to their high initial cost their use is generally limited to
high volume production.

High energy laser beams can be used for intricate pattern cutting in most types of
wood. High pressure water jet cutting is also possible.
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