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Species Strength group Durability class

Narrow Leaf red ironbark (E crebra) SD 3, S 2 1

Silver leaf ironbark (E melanophloia) SD (2) S (2) 1

Poplar Box 1 (E populena) SD (2) S (2) 1

Broad leaf red ironbark (E fibrosa) SD 1, S 1 1

White mahogany (E acmenoides) SD 3 S 2 1

Gum topped grey box (E moluccana) SD 2 S 2 1

Bloodwood (C trachyphloia) SD 3 S 3 2

Pink Bloodwood (C intermedia) SD (3) S 3 1

Dawson river Blackbutt (E cambageana) SD (2) S (2) 1

Bluegum (E tereticornis) SD (4) S 3 1

Lemon scented spotted gum (C citriodora) SD 2 S 2 2

Gum topped ironbark (E decorticans) SD (2) S (2) 1

Coolibah (E coolabah) SD (2) S (2) 1

Mountain coolibah (E orgadophila) SD (1) S (1) 2

Morton Bay Ash (C tessellaris) SD (1) S (1) 1

Thozets Box (mountain Yapunyah) (E thozetiana) SD (2) S (2) 1

( ) Provisional

Properties of sleeper timber
Important properties of sleeper timber are strength and durability. Strength is vital as the sleeper 
is a load bearing unit, and durability is of equal importance to ensure a long service life. 

Strength
There are many properties of wood that contribute to strength. Most timber species have 
been grouped into a ‘strength class’, based on these properties that give it strength, for both 
seasoned (SD) and unseasoned or green (S) timber. The strength groups go from S1 (strongest) 
to S7 (least strong) for unseasoned timber, and SD1 (strongest) to SD8 (least strong) for 
seasoned timber.

Durability
All sapwood has poor resistance to decay, as resistance to decay is mostly determined by the 
extractives formed when sapwood changes to heartwood. Termites are less easily discouraged 
by these extractives and will attack most species, though very slowly in the case of the most 
durable species. 

While the sapwood is not durable, it is usually left on products such as posts and poles if it is 
narrow as it will decay and fall off in a short time.

Fungi which are primarily responsible for the decay of wood are most active where timber is in 
contact with the ground. Fungi are most active 20-30cm above and below ground level.

Most timbers have been graded into 4 durability classes. These have been determined from 
assumptions that untreated, sound, mature heartwood and of reasonable dimensions (at least 
40mm thickness), used in ground unprotected from subterranean termite attack.  These classes 
are considered provisional as it is difficult to accurately determine the hazard environment and 
the variability of wood properties within a species and even within the tree.

Table 2. 



Class 1: timbers with the highest natural durability, which may be expected to resist decay and 
termite attack for at least 25 years (in some cases 50+ years).

Class 2: timbers with high natural durability with an expected service life of 15-25 years.

Class 3: timbers with moderate natural durability with an expected service life of 8-15 years.

Class 4: timbers with low natural durability with an expected service life of less than 1-8 years. All 
sapwood is assumed to be a class 4 timber.

Presentation
Sleepers
Sleepers are presented to the purchaser as a green rough sawn product, within the specified 
tolerances, segregated into grading classes and species where required. 

The sawn tolerances for the sleeper dimensions is given in Table 3. 

Table 3. Tolerances 

Source: Australian Standard ‘Timber- Heavy Structural Products- Visually Graded: Part 2: Railway Track Sleepers’ (AS 3818.2)

Dimensions Sleepers Grade 1 
& Grade 2

Special sleepers 
(e.g. turnouts)

Transoms

Width 
 
Variation with in any one piece

+ 25 mm 
- 0 mm 
*

+ 25  mm 
- 0 mm 
*

+ 25mm 
- 0 mm 
10 mm

Thickness 
 
Variation within any one piece

+ 10 mm 
- 0 mm 
*

+ 10 mm 
- 0 mm 
*

+ 6 mm 
- 0 mm 
3 mm

Length + 50 mm 
- 0 mm

+ 50 mm 
- 0 mm

+ 50 mm 
- 0 mm

Squareness ± 2 degrees ± 2 degrees ± 2 degrees

* Within tolerance
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