
C O N T R A C T O R
REVIEW

Welcome to the first in a new series of articles on building systems. In the final analysis, no one knows a system bet-

ter than the contractors who roll up their sleeves every day and get dirt on their hands at jobsites around the coun-

try—so we interviewed several for their honest feedback. (See What’s Inside on page 5 for more details on bow we

conducted this informal survey.) Responses were varied and interesting. Some didn’t pull punches while others were

cagey. This may not be an in-depth, definitive study, but it does serve as a barometer for those who are interested.

T HREE
BRICKS
SHY OF

A L OAD?
Not EIFS Contractors

BY  ST E V E N  FE R R Y

I f the brick industry is hatching

a brick at exterior insulation

and finish systems, it is under-

standable after three decades of

seeing EIFS chip away at the brick

industry’s share of the commercial

and residential wall markets. Between

1989 and 1995, EIFS usage in the
commercial market increased more

than 50 percent to 21 percent of the

total market, while brick’s share fell

from 31 percent to 18 percent.

The problem for the brick industry is

evidently that EIFS beats the pants

off brick on three major counts:

greater energy efficiency, with up to a
55 percent reduction in air infiltra-

tion and a superior R-value; far

greater design flexibility; and the

unfortunate fact that it is not as

expensive. So it appears that in 1995,

unable to win on the playing field,

the brick industry decided skulldug-

gery was the only option remaining,
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and they dipped into a bag of dirty than the 12 to 15 years it takes for other

tricks. systems.

It is well known that water intrusion

affects all types of cladding, insulation

and barrier systems when these are not

installed properly. EIFS happens to

show signs within a few years rather

When one EIFS homeowner in Geor-

gia experienced wood rot, the result-

ing publicity and ad campaigns that

she engaged in as a “grass roots”

activist resulted in a partial ban on

EIFS in Georgia. Only the problem

was, this lady was just a little more

than a grass-roots activist. She was

being supported and run by a public

relations agency in Atlanta, who in

turn was acting on behalf of the brick

industry.

The agency, which failed to let anyone

know (unless directly asked) of its

brief from the brick industry to help

“publicize the problems associated

with EIFS,” furthermore tried to

establish similar “grass roots” move-

ments in other states, but ended up

banging its head against a brick wall.

The agency’s efforts fizzled, as will all

unethical, “Astroturf” efforts (defined

by the Public Relations Society of

America, as “groups that create the

illusion of a groundswell of grassroots

interest in an issue where little or none

exists”).

Other than a partial ban in Georgia

and a heap of bad press, what has been

the result of the brick industry’s covert

attack (one might as well ask why they

didn’t conduct a campaign to educate

the home owner and building com-

munities of the devastating effects that

can occur if brick is not properly

installed)?

The disinformation campaign has rat-

tled a few cages in the EIFS industry,

slowing growth in the Carolinas;

alarmed and misinformed some inno-

cent homeowners; and demonstrated

that the brick industry is three bricks

shy of a full load. EIFS is still experi-

encing strong growth around the

country, no doubt at the expense of the

brick industry’s market share. It doesn’t

pay to be dishonest or disingenuous,

obviously. But it also doesn’t pay to

place all the blame at the “enemy’s’
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door. Not all is right in the EIFS industry, and the following the other products. A product is no better than the support

interviews make this plain. behind it for problem solving in the field.”

NO BIG  BRICKS  DROPPED

The 17 contractors interviewed voted fairly evenly for the

three major brands, although regional preferences are appar-

ent.

Region Dryvit Sto Senergy Other

South 1 2 1 1

SE 1 1

Midwest 2

NE 2

West 2 2 2

Atlantic 1 1

TOTAL 6 5 4 4

Chart A: Which EIF system do you most like to work with?

The main reason for going with one product as opposed to

another is the quality of service and follow-up provided.

As one contractor from South Carolina put it, “The technical

support and training we have received from Sto is superior to

A Senergy fan in Florida added, “Senergy’s R&D team is bet-

ter than most. They took the initiative with the recent prob-

lems in North Carolina, even though the problem was not

with the EIFS material itself. They are helping educate not

only the applicators but the designers. They have also con-

tributed to the repairs of the residential market in that area.”

Good Service Good Product Availability Locally

10 9 5

Chart B: Reasons for choosing one system over another

Naturally others had only praise for their favorite system, with

the second most common reason for choosing any system

being the quality of the product: “Dryvit is superior to all

other systems currently on the market,” claims an Indiana

contractor, “with a better color selection. We also like their

back-up warranties.”

“Our plasterers like working with Parex and Dryvit systems

the most because the material is easy to use,” says a California-

based contractor. “Over the years, we have had very good

experience with their level of service, in terms of follow-up and



field inspection. We insist on that, with

their people inspecting us as we go.”

The third most common reason for

sticking with a particular system is local

availability. “I have used several differ-

ent systems over the past few years,”

notes a Florida contractor, “and they

are all good. I have a local Senergy dis-

tributor in Tampa, and if I need mate-

rial, I don’t have to wait for it.”

UPHOLDING  STANDARDS
I NTERNALLY

When asked about the state of the

industry as a whole, most were upbeat,

although there was one casualty from

hour. People don’t like to admit it, but

that’s what’s going on here.”

A Georgia contractor had something

similar to say: “There are too many

people in the business who are working

out of the back of their trucks. It is

destroying the business. Foreign work-

ers are only a part of the problem. The

biggest problem is people don’t follow

specifications, especially general con-

tractors who hire the lowest bid. They

don’t care whether the guy works out of

his truck and takes care of hi workers

camp and his workers or not. These

lawsuits are a direct result of this kind

of activity It’s not getting any better,

either, as the people who created the

work going on. It has been very good to

us and we hope that nobody screws up

the system. Everybody is trying to take

care of things, but there are always a

few people who are unscrupulous, try-

ing to take a short cut. You cant blame

that on the system.”

The EIFS industry continues to expand

nicely and has a very bright future,

which no ill-conceived attacks can dark-

en. If the EIFS industry is to continue to

expand smoothly, however, as it can and

should, it will need to look beyond the

finished product and take responsibility

for all applications. Improving product

and educating architects and contractors

are certainly the right first steps. Some

T HE  EIFS I NDUSTRY CONTINUES TO EXPAND NICELY AND HAS A
B R I G H T  F U T U R E ,  W H I C H  N O  I L L - C O N C E I V E D  A T T A C K S  C A N  D A R K E N .

the war zone. He had been hit by the

brick bats flying in the Carolinas. As he

put it, “We are certified but haven’t

done any EIFS work for two years,

mainly because some of the insurance

companies don’t want to be involved

with the general liability coverage. We

didn’t run into any trouble ourselves, it

was the insurance companies running

scared. The EIFS industry as a whole

has been beaten up unfairly over this

whole thing, and we are all paying for it

unfortunately.”

An Illinois contractor was sufficiently

unhappy with the lack of enforced stan-

dards in application that he now does

little EIFS work “We don’t do a lot of it

as there are so many non-union people

applying EIFS that the union people

have a hard time competing with them.

People from all around the world are

coming here, Russians and Poles for

instance, who don’t play by union rules.

They work for who-knows-what an

problem in residential have all moved

over to commercial in my area.”

One New Jersey contractor, who is using

more and more EIFS in commercial

applications, expressed what seems to be

the general industry opinion: “EIFS has

been a growing market over the past 20

years. We have not experienced any

major problems with the product. I’ve

read about the problems in the Caroli-

nas, which are cause for concern. But

when we first started using EIFS in the

mid-1970s, there were some minor

hitches. When it fell off buildings, it was

because it wasn’t properly installed. The

reason for that, obviously, was the

installers lacked training. It’s no different

now with water intrusion.”

A Missouri contractor agreed with the

darker side of the industry, but also put

the whole issue in perspective when he

pointed out that “EIFS has brought

back plastering. There is a lot of EIFS
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groups in the industry, like The Associa-

tion of the Wall and Ceiling Indus-

tries-International, have noticed this

need and have instituted national educa-

tion and certificate programs for EIFS

mechanics and inspectors.

But unless some way is found to coral

those who operate out of their trucks,

then corners will continue to be cut

and shoddy work will continue to

result in flare ups, such as the industry

experienced in North Carolina and

Georgia over the last few years. It

shouldn’t take the brick industry to find

the weak spots in EIFS. If the EIFS

industry wants to avert any “water”

damage of its own, it should try apply-

ing some appropriate flashing and seal-

ing to the cowboys in the industry.
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