TOUGH & TERRIFIC-LOOKING EXTERIOR FLATWORK
Whenever people have wanted a durable yet fabulous exterior flatwork, they have consistently turned to concrete for its superior strength, resilience and versatility in terms of colour, texture and finish. There really is no substitute for concrete when it is properly poured, placed, finished and sealed. The following section will give you ten handy ways of ensuring that any concrete project of yours is a success. 
1. Using the right stuff
Although this may sound self-evident, getting the right concrete for your job is the number-one way of making sure that your concrete will remain strong and beautiful for years to come. How do you know what concrete to use? Ordering concrete from an RMCAO member company is a good way to ensure you get the right advice when planning your concrete project. Be advised that according to the Ontario Building Code, all exterior concrete must have a minimum 28-day compressive strength of 32 MPa with a maximum water/cementing materials ratio of 0.45 along with a 5-8% air for freeze-thaw durability. You must never use a concrete with a rating of 25 MPa. 
2. Get a certified contractor
Oftentimes people run into problems with their concrete work because they used someone who did general contracting, but was not an ACI certified professional. Having an experienced concrete contractor do your work will always give you superior results. In fact, the best way to ensure that your concrete contractor will deliver what they promise is to check their references or ask to see samples of their past work. 

3. Schedule your concrete placement at the right time of year
In order to obtain the toughest concrete possible, it must have enough time to cure and dry properly. A minimum of 28 days is needed for concrete to cure sufficiently before it can be exposed to its first freeze/thaw cycle. When concrete is poured it contains water in order to get it to place properly. If the concrete freezes while the water is still in the concrete, then the entrainment benefits of the slab will be reduced dramatically. So, it is best to avoid placing concrete late in the season – generally considered from October onwards.  

4. Mind the weather!
Weather conditions play an integral role in obtaining superior concrete placement. If the weather is either too hot or too cold, it will affect the strength and the durability of the eventual product. When pouring concrete, your contractor should always factor in the ambient air temperature and make adjustments accordingly.  

5. Prepare your subgrade
The proper preparation of the subgrade is crucial to the final outcome of any concrete placement. If the subgrade is not properly compacted and graded, it will greatly reduce the stability of your slab. 
6. Avoid finishing until bleed water is fully gone
Finishing concrete before the bleed water is gone creates two problems:

1) the extra water is pushed back into the concrete paste, thereby weakening the finished concrete’s strength

2) by finishing the concrete you trap any remaining bleed water beneath the surface of the concrete, if this happens then the concrete will begin scaling after its first winter
7. Avoid overfinishing or overworking the surface
Overfinishing a concrete surface will simply bring cement paste to the surface, which will weaken the concrete. The best way to finish any exterior concrete is to strike-off the top layer and bullfloat the rest before the bleed water appears. Then just texture the surface with a broom once the concrete has had enough time to dry-out or stiffen sufficiently. Bear in mind that you should never use steel trowels on exterior concrete. 
8. Control joints prevent cracking
Basic planning is essential to any concrete placement; that is why you must always mark off your control joints before placement. By marking the control joints before-hand, you can adjust your slab size in order to get the best joint layout. Remember that joints should be cut or formed to a minimum of one-quarter of the slab thickness and that spacing should be anywhere between 24 to 36 times the slab thickness. As soon as the concrete can be sawcut without raveling, it should be done. 
9. Cure immediately following the finish

Curing is one of the most important parts of any concrete placement. It takes a minimum of 7 days for exposed concrete to cure properly. It is very important that the curing compound is added in the proper amounts and not watered down. Another very important element to ensure is that the concrete does not freeze before it has finished the curing process. In fact, ideally exposed concrete should have 28 days of curing before being subjected to freezing temperatures. 

10. Seal your concrete
Once your concrete is properly cured, it is important to seal it in order to increase its longevity and resistance to the elements. Sealers will help you get the longest life possible out of your concrete placement. 
