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OLD ADHESIVE RESIDUES – KNOW THE RISKS 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the common flooring inquir-

ies we  receive, involves whether or 

not old adhesives must be removed 

from the subfloor or the walls prior 

to the application of floor levelling 

cements or ceramic tile adhesives. 

Removal of these types of residue is 

one of the more expensive and diffi-

cult areas of substrate preparation, 

but is critical to achieve a good final 

result. 

The following extract highlights 

some of the issues that are associ-

ated with application of new materi-

als over old adhesive residues, and 

a case history illustrates what can 

happen. That this is an age old 

problem is shown by this magazine 

article being 20 years old..... 

Italics reproduced from AFM - Aus-

tralian Flooring Magazine Feb/Mar 

1996 issue – “Elite Publishing Co”. 

 “It is well known that to eliminate 

the risk factor in relation to old ad-

hesives, paving paint, curing mem-

branes etc., it is necessary to re-

move them entirely from the sub-

strate before a levelling compound 

is installed, as laid down by the Aus-

tralian Standards and many manu-

facturers procedure recommenda-

tions.” 

This can easily be achieved by me-

chanical means such as shot blast-

ing, diamond grinding/shaving.  

However, on many occasions, con-

tractors and installers are faced with 

making the decision to either re-

move the old adhesive (coating) or 

to install over them.  Their decision 

may be forced upon them due to a 

variety of reasons such as size of 

area, budget and time allocated to 

do the job.  But before going over 

the adhesives and compounds, it is 

worth taking the following into ac-

count. 

“To provide a primer or system to 

adequately bond to most of these 

compounds isn’t the problem, but 

you are then relying on the standard 

of the previous preparation, the 

bond strength of the old adhesive 

and of course the cohesive strength, 

in itself, of the adhesive or coating. 

Taking this in mind, be wary of the 

person who gives you a false sense 

of security by claiming his product 

can bond to any surface and there-

fore suggesting you don’t have to 

remove the old coatings.  The risk of 

the adhesive (coating) lifting from 

the substrate or indeed splitting 

within itself can sometimes be very 

high depending on the type of floor 

covering, the environment and us-

age”.  

The Australian Standard AS1884-

2012 has this to say about surface 

preparation; 

3.1.1.5 Surface preparation 

Before laying operations begin, 

materials such as grease, oil, 

paint, existing floor coveringsand 

their adhesives, curing or parting 

agents, or any surface treatment, 

particularly oxides, markout 

paints, wax crayons which could 

adversely affect adhesion, discol-

ouration or any other detrimental 

affect shall be removed from the 

subfloor via mechanical means. 

Certain products can have a high sur-

face tension, putting enormous pres-

sure on the old adhesive such as par-

quetry.  Sadly we see so many floors 

that have to be replaced because 

inadequate preparation or wrong ad-

vice given regarding the removal of 

old adhesives. 

Some adhesives, such as the old 

bituminous types (Black Jack) may 

be reactivated by the new adhesive 

and in time cause delamination or 

allow staining to mirror through the 

underlayment and subsequent floor 

covering.  In this case it is best 

worth considering total removal of 

the adhesive, or the lesser preferred 

option is to use a levelling com-

pound such as DUNLOP TIMBER 

FLOOR LEVELLER at 3mm thick to 

provide a barrier, which will ensure 

that the old adhesive isn’t reactivat-

ed by the new.  

A TYPICAL CASE HISTORY 

Early in 2004 a contractor was asked 

to lay a strip timber floor over existing 

bitumen based adhesive residues 

(i.e. Black Jack type material) at the 

request of the builder. The contractor 

was not in favour of this and would 

have preferred to correctly prepare 

the floor by removal of the old resi-

dues, but after receiving written in-

structions proceeded with the reno-

vation without removing the residues. 

The application went ahead with a 

skim coating of a smoothing cement* 

applied direct to the old bituminous 

adhesive. The strip timber was a pre-

mium quality Australian hardwood 

and was adhered to the smoothing 

cement underlayment with a solvent 

based polyurethane. 

After a relatively short period of 

time the timber floor blew off the 

subfloor and ARDEX Technical Ser-
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vices was called to investigate to 

cause of the de-bonding. 

The investigation identified the 

cause of the de-bonding to be relat-

ed to the old adhesive interacting 

with the new. The adhesive used to 

adhere the strip timber was a polyu-

rethane containing MEK and Tolu-

ene solvents. These volatile and 

highly mobile solvents had penetrat-

ed through the permeable smooth-

ing cement layer into the bituminous 

adhesive which was softened and 

then broke free of the concrete sub-

floor. The problem was compound-

ed by the fact that the smooting ce-

ment was applied at less than 1mm 

thick and so did not provide ade-

quate coverage to reduce the sol-

vent penetration. A further potential 

future problem was that the smooth-

ing cement selected was unsuitable 

for directly bonded timber (by virtue 

of not having sufficient tensile cohe-

sive strength). 

*The smoothing cement used was the 

ARDEX version of DUNLOP TIMBER 

FLOOR LEVELLER so this case history is 

directly comparable. 

The below picture shows a sample of 
the ‘blown’ floor with the various fea-
tures highlighted. Areas of the bitu-
men that were re-activated were quite 
sticky and weak. The Arditex layer 
was so thin that it does not show in 
the picture, but is present between 
the bitumen and polyurethane adhe-

sive. 

The costly end result was that the 
whole timber floor had to be re-
moved, and the subfloor cleaned 
back to porous concrete prior to re-
laying. 

Whilst 2004 might seem ancient his-
tory now, the same products are still 
on the market and so the problem 
can still, and does occur today. 

In summary, the best approach is to 
remove the old adhesives back to 
porous concrete subfloors. In the 
worst case, if you have to go over 
these adhesives and compounds, 
try and reduce the risk factor as 
much as possible by using the cor-
rect primer and levelling system for 

The following figures are results from on-site pull up testing and vary with different manufacturers and of course the 
degree of water solubility.  

As can be seen from the above tabled data, the risk involved in application of new flooring materials over pre-
existing residues is variable, but in all cases exceeds that for a properly prepared surface. Refer to Technical Bulle-
tin DTB041 for preparation details. 

COMPARISON RISK FACTOR TO BONDING TO CLEAN SOUND CONCRETE 

Pressure sensitive adhesive 13 times greater risk 

Bitumen adhesive     8 times greater risk 

Carpet adhesive     6 times great risk 

Rain Damaged Concrete Many times greater risk (dependant on water/
cement ratio) 
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the job. It is important to remember 
that whilst the primers and smooth-
ing cements will usually bond to the 
contaminant, it is VERY common for 
the contaminant to be pulled off the 
floor by the smoothing cement, re-
sulting in a costly replacement job. 

Notes: 

Always refer to the product data sheets 

for specific usage details. 

The information contained herein is to 

the best of our knowledge true and ac-

curate.  

No warranty is implied or given as to its 

completeness or accuracy in describing 

the performance or suitability of the 

product application.  

Users are asked to check that the litera-

ture in their possession is the latest 

issue. 

It is the responsibility of the users to 

confirm that all products are suitable 

for the application and system, and 

are compatible with products in the 

application. 

More detailed technical advice can 

be obtained by ringing DUNLOP on 

free call using the numbers shown 

below or via email from the contact 

us page at the DUNLOP DIY web-

site. 

ARDEX AUSTRALIA PTY LTD,  

ABN 82 000 550 005  

7/20 Powers Road, Seven Hills, NSW. 

2147. 

GLOSSARY 

Black jack– A older style of resilient 

flooring adhesive composed of bitu-

minous materials. The product was 

superceeded by modern acrylic type 

flooring adhesives. 

Bond strength-The tensile or shear 

strength of the adhesive to the sub-

floor. 

Cohesive strength– The internal 

cohesive tensile or shear strength of 

the adhesive.  

Directly bonded timber—The timber 

strips or parquet are directly glued 

to the underlying surface. 

Polyurethane adhesive– A type of 

adhesive composed from urethane 

reaction polymers that either are 

two part, or a one part product that 

reacts with moisture in the air. 

Pressure sensitive adhesive– These 

adhesives used normally to bond 

carpet tiles and VCT tiles to the 

floor. The adhesive remains sticky 

and does not set hard so the tiles 

can be easily removed and replaced 

as required. 

Skim coat– A thin coating of applied 

smoothing cement or repair mortar 

usually less than 1mm thick. 

 

 


