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QWhen folding the corners of a shower-pan 
membrane, how do you keep the built-up 
material from pushing out the backerboard?

A Tom Meehan, a tile specialist from Harwich, 
Mass., and co-author of Working with Tile, re-
sponds: As I mentioned in my article “Pre-

venting Leaks in Tiled Showers” (Oct/16), the corners 
of the membrane need to be neatly folded so that the 
material lies as flat as possible. But even when you fold 
the membrane into “hospital bed” corners, there are 
still at least three layers of it in the corner. Depending 
on the membrane you use and how neat your folds are, 
this can amount to 1/8 to 1/4 inch of thickness behind 
the backerboard. As a result, the backerboard will flare 
out near the floor of the shower, which can wreak hav-
oc with your tile layout and require you to custom-cut 
the first few courses for the shower walls. 

To make room for this extra material, I create a 
notch in the bottom of the framing at each corner. 
Before the first step of installing the shower pan, I make 
a relief cut in the stud on one side of the corner about  
6 or 7 inches up. (Being right-handed, I naturally fold the 
membrane to the left, so I make the cut on the left stud 
of the corner). Using a reciprocating saw, I make the cut 
about 1/4 to 3/8 inch deep (1).

With a chisel or a flat-bladed screwdriver, I break 
out the chunk of wood below the cut (2). I don’t try to 
be super neat at this point, and it’s not imperative that 

the surface of the notch be really smooth. I just make 
sure that nothing is sticking out of the notch surface 
(especially an errant framing nail) that could puncture 
the membrane. After cutting all the notches, I clean up 
all the sawdust and debris on the subfloor of the shower 
with a vacuum and proceed with adding the slope to 
the shower floor. 

After cutting the membrane (being sure it will ex-
tend 6 inches up each wall), I position it evenly in the 
shower. To fold the corner, I push the right side so that 
the membrane fits squarely against the corner framing. 
Then I fold the excess neatly behind the left side so that 
fold is flat and the leftover flap of membrane extends 
out evenly to the left, fitting under the top of the notch. 
I secure the fold in place with a nail at the very top of 
the notch (3), well above the top of the threshold of the 
shower. With the built-up layers of membrane now 
tucked into the notch behind the plane of the studs, the 
backerboard will lie perfectly flat and the tile layout will 
stay the same from the floor of the shower all the way 
up the walls.

Note, too, this is exactly why I do not follow the  
NTCA’s suggestion to install blocking between the studs 
at the bottom edge of the shower. Such blocking would 
make it much more difficult to cut the notches. 

To make room for the folded shower-pan membrane in the corners, first make shallow cuts in the corner 
stud about 6 inches from the shower floor (1). Break out the wood below the cut with a chisel or screw
driver (2). After the membrane is placed in the shower, carefully fold the excess in the corner, keeping  
it as flat as possible, and secure the folds with a nail at least 2 inches above the threshold (3).
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Q&A / Plantings on Leach Fields

I need to replace 
the leaching bed 
for a septic system, 

but the only available 
spot is about 20 feet 
from a stand of bamboo. 
Will this be a problem?

A Bruce Zaretsky, owner of Zaretsky 
and Associates, a full-service land-
scaping design/build firm in Mace-

don, N.Y., responds: In my area, the health- 
department engineers do not like us to plant 
anything with an extensive root system, in-
cluding trees and large shrubs, on or near a 
septic field. We typically treat the ground 
above a septic field as a meadow, with plant-
ings limited to perennials and grasses, or as 
a simple lawn. 

Because septic leach fields are usually 
pretty shallow, almost any tree or bush can 
cause problems. I would avoid plants such as 
raspberries or honeysuckle, and other plants 
that tend to spread. Instead, limit plantings 
on or near the leaching field to perennials 
with a clumping growth pattern and grass-
es. These plants don’t pose any risks to the 
pipes or the leaching bed itself. 

Although technically a grass, bamboo is 
a tenacious, aggressive plant that is difficult 
to control. It can be contained somewhat 
with a root barrier, which is a sheet of mylar 
that comes in 50- or 100-foot rolls and is 
available at agricultural supply houses or 
big-box stores. The barrier should extend a 
minimum of 30 inches into the ground and 
about 2 inches above the ground. But be-
ware: Putting down root barrier is not a sure 
thing—especially with bamboo. If bamboo 
gets past the barrier unchecked, kiss the 
leach field goodbye. 

In this particular case, it doesn’t seem 
like there is much of a choice where the 
leaching bed can be located. When the exca-
vator digs out for the new leaching field, I 
would install the root barrier, letting it ex-
tend at least 3 feet down. Then if any bamboo 
escapes over time, keep it mowed down. 
Mowing won’t eliminate the bamboo, but it 
will help to keep it in check.


