How to green up your home
Part 7: Dealing with damp

we take a wee look at the
This time
fascinating subject of dampness

in buildings. A huge number of homes around
Scotland are affected by damp every year,
and the cooler and wetter the climate the
greater the potential risk to your home.
The effects of dampness in homes can vary
of course, from a wee bit of condensation on
the window cill on a cold morning, to major
areas of dampness in floors, walls and roofs
that cause mould to form and pose a very
serious health risk.
As well as affecting health, prolonged
dampness also affects a building’s structural
stability: as moisture permeates brick,
stone and timber, for example, it slowly
weakens them all. Very few materials are
really resistant to the effects of dampness,
so it’s worth understanding how to deal with
dampness effectively if it occurs. Damp
surfaces also increase the amount of heat
you lose from your home.
In a nutshell there are three sources of
dampness: Penetrating damp, Condensation
and Ground water (sometimes called ‘rising
damp’).

Penetrating Damp
So called because it ‘penetrates’ the house
from outside, penetrating damp is caused
when there is a regular source of moisture on

the outside of the house that works its way
inside. It is almost always a result of lack of
maintenance on a building. There might be
an overflow pipe that constantly drips onto
the wall, a broken gutter or downpipe, or
cement render that has cracked – causing
moisture to be trapped between the render
and masonry when it rains. As rainwater is
relatively pure, it does not contain enough
nutrients to encourage mould to grow, so
any damp patches you see that don’t go
mouldy may well be the result of penetrating
damp.

Condensation
Perhaps the type of dampness most of
us are familiar with, condensation occurs
when relatively warm air (which can hold
quite a lot of moisture) comes into contact
with a relatively cold surface. As the air
cools it loses its ability to hold as much
moisture and so ‘dumps’ it onto the cooler
surface. Examples of cool surfaces include

As well as affecting the
structure of a building,
prolonged dampness in
buildings can have severe
effects on occupant health

uninsulated walls and ceilings in poorly
heated buildings, and single glazed (or old
double glazed) windows.
If there is plenty of ventilation against these
cool surface then the risk of condensation is
reduced, as the ventilation effectively moves
the moisture away. Pushing beds, sofas or
other big pieces of furniture against cold
surfaces will reduce any ventilation though,
and increase the risk of condensation
occurring.
Condensation is formed from moisture
inside a building, so tends to be very rich in
nutrients, which means it supports the very
quick growth of mould. Although it can occur
in any room, poorly ventilated bathrooms
or kitchens tend to suffer the worst from
this mould growth as they generate large
amounts of moisture in the air. It is also
common to find condensation pooling below
windows, causing mould growth here too.
Unfortunately this mould is incredibly bad
for human health, causing chest infections
and triggering asthma symptoms. It’s worth
remembering that condensation can be
caused because a) a building is poorly
designed or badly insulated OR b) because
the occupants are creating excessive levels
of moisture and are not providing enough
heating and ventilation OR c) a combination
of both factors.

Ground Water

(also referred to as rising damp)
Although some parts of the UK are relatively
wet they may not suffer from dampness
caused by ground water. For this to be a
problem a building really needs to have been
built over a constant source of moisture in the
ground, like a spring. Really it’s only places
like Venice that suffer from rising damp!
It is much more common to find that rainwater
running off walls accumulates around the
base of a building because it can’t drain
away – perhaps there’s tarmac right up to
the edge of the house, or a raised flower bed
right up against the wall. This is rainwater
– so is actually a form of penetrating
damp! Unfortunately it’s all too common for
dampness around the bottom of buildings
to be mis-diagnosed as rising damp and an
injection DPC specified. In the vast majority
of buildings these are of no use whatsoever
and should be avoided like the plague. They
do not deal with the source of dampness and
cost thousands of pounds.

What can you do?
Well, if you’ve a damp patch in your
building but there’s no mould than it may
be penetrating dampness. Check to make
sure your roof is sound, that the gutters and
downpipes aren’t broken or blocked, and
that there are no dripping pipes in the loft

(especially now, just before winter). This
is by far the simplest of the three forms of
dampness to deal with.
Condensation can be much more tricky to
solve. If it only happens in your bathroom
and kitchen now and again then try to
increase the amount that you ventilate these
rooms – especially when you’re using them
and for about an hour afterwards. If you
wake up every day to condensation running
down the windows and you’re always wiping
away mould from walls, ceilings and window
cills then you really need to get some
advice.

The key is to identify and then eliminate
the source of dampness.
If you rent your home then your landlord
is obliged to help you deal with these
issues; if you own your own home you
will be responsible for dealing with this. In
either case, Energy Savings Trust or any
architect should be able to help you.

If you need to carry out repairs to your
house after it has been affected by
dampness make sure that you use materials
that are designed to let moisture pass
through them, such as breathable paints and
plasters.
Although this may seem counterintuitive
at first, the use of impermeable finishes
such as sealing paints or varnishes are at
best ineffective but at worst simply hide a
problem until it becomes much, much worse.
If you have problems with dampness around
the bottom of your building, firstly check that
rainwater can drain away easily from around
the outside. Outside ground level should
always be at least 6” (15cm) lower than
inside floor level.
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