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Abstract: Nowadays, construction is one of the main sectors that produces waste and consume more
materials and energy, so there is a growing need for alternative construction technologies that allow
us to modify this situation. In this context, this paper presents the development of an innovative
proposal for an industrialized outdoor enclosure. This solution is based on a constructive system
with prefabricated insulated sandwich panels, produced on the basis of a new eco-efficient
composite material, based on raw stabilized clay. In this way, it is possible, prioritize environmental
issues to significantly reduce the environmental impact generated during the manufacture of the
piece. The use in the construction of buildings material such as stabilized raw clay can be an
alternative to achieve buildings of nearly zero energy consumption. They are known both from a
thermal comfort and ability to regulate temperature and humidity, as well as being materials that
contain much less embodied energy. This study is a comparative analysis of building systems, as
well, as a serie of selected patent systems and copyrighted materials. On the other hand, it also
analyzes their enforcement against the values established by the Spanish building code.
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1. Introduction

The development of raw land construction is today one of the most important fields of research
in the area of ecological materials. In fact, these materials contain much less embodied energy and
are, therefore, an alternative of great interest. In addition, they are known for their great ability to
regulate temperature and humidity inside buildings.

The research carried out proposes the improvement of the intrinsic properties of the material:
the mechanical resistance, the behaviour against water and humidity, as well as the development of
innovative proposals for exterior closure systems that respect the environment.

1.1. Energy Consumption, Energy Efficiency and Sustainable Construction

Unlike other species, humankind only cares about immediately meeting their “needs” without
worrying about what can cause exhaustion and the collapse of the ecosystem [1-3]. The construction
sector is one of the main responsible for the depletion of resources and environmental damage.
Records show that the construction activities are responsible for exploit and consume around 40% of
natural resources such as stone, sand, wood and water [4].

In environmental terms, this industry represents 30% of carbon dioxide emissions. In addition,
the global construction industry consumes more raw materials (around 3000 Mt/year, almost 50% by
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weight) than any other economic activity. The construction with earth assumes, in this particular
context, an environmental advantage that makes it extremely competitive when compared to
conventional materials and current construction techniques [5].

Several researchers have pointed out in recent publications, such as C. Thormark [6], that an
appropriate choice of building materials and techniques can mean a 17% reduction in the energy of
a building. There are also several investigations such as the publication by Arrigoni, Beckett, Ciancio
and Dotelli [7], which show studies to evaluate the environmental impact of the life cycle of the
stabilized raw earth.

1.2. Architecture of Earth and Industrialization

Prefabrication means one more step towards the modernization of the construction of the land,
as well as helping to find alternatives that bring us closer to sustainability [8]. If we consider that we
are talking about manufacturing elements to assemble, the consumption of energy and generation of
waste is reduced; there are greater quality controls of the product; they can be dismantled, once their
useful life has been exceeded [9].

Industrialization in raw earth production would allow the rationalization of construction costs
and execution times, the control of aspects such as the dosage of soil and water, the quality of the
execution, the degree of compaction and the final finish [8].

Recent research shows the possibility of applying scientific knowledge and experiences
developed in the construction industry based on concrete to earth construction. Some attention has
been paid to the necessary adjustments for cement simulation using biopolymers such as alginate or
together with a combination of hydraulic binders and additives [10].

On the other hand, non-conventional processing methods have been presented and studied to
simplify the construction with soil and reduce time. A current trend in construction is to introduce a
digital base in construction methods such as 3D printing [10]. These investigations show that one of
the oldest building materials in the world can be applied to new construction processing techniques.

This paper presents the results of the design of an experimental proposal of prefabricated
insulating sandwich panels, designed to solve the building exterior closing.

2. State of the Art

The work starts from the hypothesis that to be able to propose new designs is necessary to know
the existing solutions. A selection of patents of registered systems that represent an evolution in this
field was made.

Many examples consist of blocks or composite panels, based on fired clay or ceramic. Other
blocks designed for the construction of self-supporting walls are also known, which contemplate the
incorporation of the facilities and pipes. The patents include constructive solutions of easy handling
and placement to reduce construction times.

They present elements that can provide better performance. They also incorporate the use of
plant materials in the production of parts, highlighting their low cost and environmental impact.
However, these solutions do not meet the demands of saving energy and resources, nor can most of
them meet the necessary thermal and acoustic requirements.

3. Composite Panel

3.1. Shape and Geometry

With the aim of proposing an innovative solution, composite panels with an innovative shape
and geometry were designed. The panel has a rectangular shape consisting of two parts of stabilized
raw clay that make up the external faces of the panel, linked together by the insulating material, also
used as an adhesive that completes the panel. A value of approximately 450 mm was adopted for the
height, for the length, a measure between 600 and 650 mm and variable thickness.

The inner sheet has a variable thickness that should not be less than 4 times the thickness of the
outer face. It is provided with vertical reinforcements to give greater resistance to compression to the
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piece. The outer leaf has characteristics similar to the interior. It is also constituted by a layer of
uncooked stabilized clay. In this case, the piece has different thicknesses to the inner sheet.

The intermediate layer is made of insulating material. Its thickness must be enough to be able to
support the weight of the overlapping panels.

3.2. Materials

The composite material used in the production of these panels results from a combination of
clay soil, water, calcium alginate and natural fibers of animal origin.

The soil used has been selected from a study of researchers [11], in which four different types of
soil have been identified, which all come from the southern region of Spain, Andalusia.

Alginate is a natural polymer that contributes not only to flexibility and strength, but also has a
high water retention capacity, improves viscosity and stabilizes emulsions [12].

Sheep wool is the natural fiber used in sheep’s wool, as a reinforcement to improve resistance to
compression, bending and shearing and reduce shrinkage. It also contributes to the absorption of
water vapor, which can contain up to 30% of its weight in water without the sensation of humidity.

The intermediate layer is made of insulating material. In this work, it was decided to use injected
or rigid polyurethane. However, the panel can accept the use of other insulating materials.

3.3. Production Technology

The sheets that form the walls of the panel can be manufactured by an extrusion process. The
material, passes through a nozzle specially designed for each type of piece. Also, it is considered as
an option for the manufacture of clay pieces, through the molding system. The sheets of raw clay can
be completely molded into a rectangular template. After the manufacture of the clay sheets the core
of insulating material is inserted.

4. Evaluation of the Thermal Behavior

The Spanish construction regulations, Technical Building Code (CTE) [13], include in its II Part
the Basic Document of Energy Saving DBHE, whose objective is to achieve a rational use of the energy
necessary for the use of buildings. Section 2 of document HE 0 Limitation of energy consumption
establishes the characterization and quantification of the demands to which the envelope must
respond, limited according to the climatic zone of the locality where they are located and their
intended use.

The different sections of the panel present thermal transmittance values below the maximums
established by the regulations for any climatic zone in Spanish territory.

5. Evaluation of Mechanical Behavior

Although this new constructive proposal is going to be used in walls that do not support load,
it is important to guarantee its structural stability against pressure and wind suction, especially in
exposed areas, is one of them.

The verifications were carried out in accordance with the calculation procedures established by
the Technical Building Code in Section 5.4.4 of the Basic Document of Structural Safety for Masonry
(DBSE-F), where the structural concept contemplated is established [13].

The results obtained for the different sections of the wall show that the piece has a good
structural behaviour against compression and bending, both for pressure and suction efforts.

6. Conclusions

The work presented in this document aims to develop an innovative prefabricated clay
sandwich panel solution for exterior enclosure. It is possible to conclude that:

The proposal reveals the characteristics of a prefabricated system such as geometry, dimensions,
module, manufacturing process and even a possible assembly system.
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The solution makes it possible to prioritize environmental aspects, considerably reduce the
ecological impact generated during the manufacture of the piece.

The thermal behavior of the proposal is clearly better than most traditional solutions. The
approximate calculations made show that the panel complies with the requirements established by
Spanish regulations.

The analysis of the mechanical behavior of the solution allows establishing that the proposal is
capable of withstanding the efforts to which a traditional enclosure wall is currently subjected.

The solution proposes the reformulation of clay as a traditional material and its incorporation
into industrialized construction systems. From the tests carried out, it is evidenced that this material
admits its industrialization.

The geometry and design of the panel allowed to reduce the quantities of non-reusable waste,
the number of assembly operations and the times of the execution processes.
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