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INTRODUCTION: THE ART OF
BUILDING A STABLE PAVER
SURFACE

There is something deeply satisfying
about transforming a patch of bare earth
or an old, cracked concrete slab into a
neat, inviting patio, walkway, or
driveway. Among the various methods
for installing pavers, laying them on a
sand base remains one of the most
popular and accessible techniques for
both DIY enthusiasts and seasoned
landscapers. When done correctly, a
sand-laid paver surface can withstand
years of foot traffic, weather cycles, and
even vehicle loads. But what separates a
flawless installation from one that shifts,
sinks, or sprouts weeds within a single
season?

The secret lies not in the pavers
themselves, but in the ground beneath
them. Understanding how to lay
pavers on sand involves much more
than dumping a bag of play sand onto
the soil and pressing stones into it. It
requires careful site evaluation, proper
excavation, strategic material selection,
and precise technique. Whether you are
building a small garden path or a
sprawling backyard patio, mastering this
method will save you time, money, and
future frustration. In this guide, we will
walk through every essential step, from
initial planning to final sealing, ensuring
your paver project delivers lasting
beauty and structural integrity.

WHY CHOOSE A SAND BASE FOR
PAVERS?

Before diving into the step-by-step
process, it is worth understanding why
sand is such a favored base material for
paver installations. Sand offers several
distinct advantages over other base
options like gravel or concrete. First, it is
relatively inexpensive and widely
available. Second, sand provides
excellent drainage, allowing water to
percolate through the joints rather than
pooling on the surface. Third, sand is
forgiving during installation; it allows you
to adjust the level of each paver with
ease, which is especially helpful for
beginners.

However, the sand base approach is not
without its limitations. For heavy traffic
areas or regions with freeze-thaw cycles,
a compacted gravel base with a sand
setting bed is often recommended. That
said, for residential walkways, patios,
and garden paths, a well-prepared sand
base can perform beautifully for
decades. The key is knowing when and
how to use it correctly.

MATERIALS AND TOOLS YOU
WILL NEED

To execute a professional-quality
installation, gather the following items
before breaking ground. Having
everything on hand will make the
workflow smooth and uninterrupted.
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Materials

e Pavers: Choose concrete, brick, or
natural stone pavers suited to your
project. Ensure they are uniform in
thickness for consistent results.

e Coarse sand: Also called concrete
sand or sharp sand. This is for the
base layer. Avoid fine play sand,
which compacts poorly and retains
moisture.

e Polymeric sand: For filling joints
after installation. This sand
hardens when activated with
water, locking pavers in place and
preventing weed growth.

e Landscape fabric: Optional but
recommended to suppress weeds
and separate the sand base from
underlying soil.

e Edging restraints: Plastic or
metal edging to keep pavers from
shifting outward over time.

e Compacted gravel: For areas
with poor soil drainage or heavy
load requirements, a gravel sub-
base is advisable.

Required Tools

Shovel and wheelbarrow

Plate compactor (rentable from
most hardware stores)

Rubber mallet

Level (4-foot or longer)

Screed board (a straight 2x4 works
well)

Garden hose with spray nozzle

e Tape measure and string lines

e Kneeling pad or knee pads

LAY PAVERS ON SAND

Now that you have a clear picture of
what is needed, let us proceed with the
actual installation. Follow these steps
carefully, and you will build a paver
surface that looks professional and lasts
for years.

Step One: Plan
and Mark Your
Area

Begin by outlining the shape of your
paver surface. Use spray paint, stakes,
and string to mark the boundaries.
Account for a slight slope (about 1/4 inch
per foot) away from any structures to
ensure proper drainage. This is a critical
detail often overlooked by beginners.
Without adequate slope, water will pool
on the surface, leading to paver
displacement and potential damage over
time.

Once your perimeter is marked, measure
the total square footage. Order about
10% more pavers than your calculation
to account for cuts, breakage, and future
repairs. Also, order enough sand to
create a 1-inch to 1.5-inch compacted
base layer. A general rule is that one ton
of sand covers roughly 100 square feet
at a 1-inch depth.

Step Two:
Excavate the
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Area

Excavation depth depends on the
thickness of your pavers and the desired
final height. For standard 60mm pavers,
you will typically dig 4 to 6 inches deep.
This allows for a compacted sand base of
1 to 2 inches, plus the paver thickness,
with the finished surface sitting slightly
above the surrounding ground to
prevent runoff from washing sand away.

Remove all sod, roots, and large stones
from the excavated area. Compact the
soil at the bottom using a plate
compactor. If your soil is clay-heavy or
poorly draining, this is the point to add a
4-inch layer of compacted gravel as a
sub-base. Good drainage is essential for
a sand-based installation, as excessive
moisture can cause the sand to wash out
or the pavers to sink unevenly.

Step Three:
Install Edging
Restraints

Edging is not optional if you want your
pavers to stay in place. Install plastic or
metal edging along the perimeter,
securing it with spikes driven into the
ground. The edging should be flush with
the top of the pavers or slightly below.
This restraint prevents the pavers from
migrating outward due to foot traffic,
freeze-thaw cycles, or other lateral
forces.

If you are creating a curved path, use
flexible edging designed for such
applications. Straight sections can use
rigid edging for extra stability. Take your
time here; well-installed edging is the
unsung hero of a long-lasting paver

surface.

Step Four: Lay
and Compact the
Sand Base

Spread coarse sand evenly across the
excavated area to a depth of about 1.5
to 2 inches. Sand that is too thin will not
provide adequate support, while sand
that is too thick can settle unevenly. Use
a rake to roughly distribute the sand,
then compact it with a plate compactor.
Make two or three passes over the entire
area to ensure a firm, uniform base.

After compaction, the sand layer should
be about 1 inch thick. Check the level
frequently and add or remove sand as
needed to maintain your planned slope.
This is a good time to double-check that
your edging is still properly positioned.

Step Five: Screed
the Sand for a

Flat Surface

To achieve a perfectly flat and level sand
bed, use a screed board. Place two 1-
inch diameter pipes (or straight boards
of equal thickness) on top of the
compacted sand, parallel to each other
and spaced slightly less than the length
of your screed board. Pour additional
sand between the pipes, then drag the
screed board across the pipes to level
the sand. The pipes act as guides,
ensuring a consistent depth. Fill any low
spots and repeat until the entire area is
smooth and even.

Remove the pipes carefully and fill the



grooves they leave behind with a trowel
or by gently raking. Avoid walking on the
screeded surface once it is prepared.
Disturbing it now will create uneven
spots that translate to wobbly pavers
later.

Step Six: Start
Laying the
Pavers

Begin laying pavers in your chosen
pattern from one corner. Common
patterns include running bond (brick-
like), herringbone, and basket weave.
Press each paver firmly into the sand
bed, using a rubber mallet to tap it down
to the correct height. Check level
frequently across multiple pavers in both
directions. If a paver sits too high, lift it
and remove a small amount of sand
underneath. If it is too low, add a thin
layer of sand beneath it.

Work in small sections so you are not
walking on screeded sand that has not
yet been covered. Leave a consistent
gap of about 1/8 to 1/4 inch between
pavers for joint sand. If your pavers have
built-in spacers (sometimes called nubs),
the gap will be automatically set.

Step Seven: Cut
Pavers to Fit
Edges

Most projects require some cuts to fit
pavers along the perimeter or around
obstacles. A wet saw with a diamond
blade is the best tool for clean, precise
cuts. For smaller projects, a masonry

chisel and hammer can work, but expect
rougher edges. Measure twice and cut
once. Wear safety glasses and ear
protection when cutting.

Place cut pavers in position and tap
them down with the rubber mallet. They
should fit snugly but not so tightly that
they cannot be adjusted slightly. If you
have many cuts, label them with a pencil
on the back to keep track of placement.

Step Eight:
Compact the
Pavers

Once all pavers are laid, make a pass
over the entire surface with the plate
compactor. This step seats the pavers
firmly into the sand bed and levels minor
height variations. Use a rubber mat or a
scrap piece of plywood between the
compactor and the pavers to prevent
chipping or cracking. This is especially
important for natural stone or softer
concrete pavers.

After compacting, check the surface
again with a level. If any pavers have
shifted, tap them back into place with a
rubber mallet. It is much easier to
correct small issues now than after the
joints are filled.

Step Nine: Apply
Joint Sand

Spread polymeric sand over the entire
paver surface. Use a push broom to
sweep the sand into the gaps between
pavers. Work in multiple directions to
ensure the joints are completely filled.
Polymeric sand contains binders that
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harden when activated with water,
creating a durable, weed-resistant joint.
It also helps lock the pavers together,
reducing movement under traffic.

Leave about 1/8 inch of space at the top
of each joint; do not overfill. Excess sand
on the paver faces can cause staining
when activated. Sweep all excess sand
off the surface completely before moving
to the next step. A leaf blower or
compressed air can help remove
stubborn dust from paver surfaces.

Step Ten:
Activate the

Polymeric Sand

Using a garden hose with a fine spray
nozzle, lightly mist the entire surface.
The goal is to wet the sand in the joints
without pooling water on top. The water
activates the binders, causing the sand
to harden. Follow the manufacturer's
instructions regarding drying time and
any additional steps.

Avoid heavy foot traffic on the surface
for at least 24 hours, and keep vehicles
off for 48 to 72 hours. Once cured, the
joints will be firm and resistant to
washout. This step dramatically
improves the longevity of your paver
installation.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WHEN LAYING PAVERS ON SAND

Even experienced DlYers can fall into a
few common traps. Here are the pitfalls
to watch for:

» Skipping compaction: Sand that

is not compacted will settle over
time, causing pavers to sink and
creating an uneven surface.
Always compact the sand base
before laying pavers.

e Using fine sand: Fine play sand
does not compact well and can
hold moisture, leading to shifting
and frost heave. Always use
coarse concrete sand for the base
layer.

e Ignoring drainage slope: A flat
surface without slope will collect
water, leading to paver
displacement, moss growth, and
potential damage during freeze-
thaw cycles.

e Skipping edging: Without proper
edge restraints, pavers will
gradually migrate outward,
especially along curves and edges.
Edging is a small investment that
prevents major problems.

e Overfilling joints: Excess
polymeric sand on paver surfaces
can create a haze or stain that is
difficult to remove. Sweep
thoroughly and use a blower if
needed before activating.

MAINTENANCE TIPS FOR LONG-
LASTING PAVER SURFACES

Once your pavers are installed and
cured, a little ongoing care will keep
them looking great. Sweep the surface
regularly to remove debris and prevent
organic matter from accumulating
between joints. If weeds appear, pull
them promptly before root systems can
disturb the sand joints. Reapply
polymeric sand every few years if joints
show significant erosion. For concrete
pav



