
What is Damp?

Damp refers to the presence of moisture within a building or structure, which can lead to
various forms of damage and health risks. Key aspects include moisture build-up and
moisture ingress, which can undermine structural integrity by affecting the building’s
fabric and creating conditions conducive to mould growth.

Damp is not merely an aesthetic issue; it poses significant risks to both the building’s structure and
the health of its occupants. The presence of moisture can lead to the deterioration of building
materials, compromise insulation effectiveness, and create a breeding ground for mould and mildew.
These issues can result in costly repairs and health-related expenses.

3 Types of Damp (and How to Fix Them)
Edit

Aspect → Type
↓ Primary Causes Visible Signs Health Impact Recommended

Solutions

Penetrating
Damp

• Cracked
walls/pointing
• Defective gutters
• Poor window sealing

• Horizontal
damp patches
• Localized
mould clusters
• Peeling
wallpaper

• Respiratory
irritation
• Allergic
reactions

• Repointing masonry
• Gutter replacement
• Waterproof coatings

Rising Damp
• Failed DPC
• Porous materials
• High water table

• Tide marks (up
to 1m)
• Salt deposits
• Rotting
skirting

• Asthma
exacerbation
• Chronic cough

• Chemical DPC
injection
• Electro-osmotic
systems
• Wall membrane
installation

Condensation
• >60% RH humidity
• Thermal bridging
• Inadequate
ventilation

• Black spot
mould
• Window
condensation
• Musty odours

• Mycotoxin
exposure
• Immune
system
suppression

• MVHR installation
• Thermal insulation
upgrade
• Humidity-controlled
extraction

Types of Damp: Comparative Analysis

Penetrating Damp

Definition: Occurs when moisture infiltrates the walls from external sources, such as rainwater,
due to defects in the building’s envelope.
Causes:

Cracks in walls or pointing.
Defective gutters and downspouts.
Poorly sealed windows and doors.
Rising ground levels that allow water to pool against the walls.

Example:
A Victorian terraced house with cracked render may allow rainwater to penetrate through the walls.
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This moisture can lead to damp patches on the interior walls, peeling paint, and eventually
structural damage if not addressed. The moisture may also contribute to the growth of mould,
particularly in concealed areas like behind furniture.

Rising Damp

Definition: Characterised by moisture rising through walls from the ground, typically through
capillary action.
Causes:

Absence or failure of a damp-proof course (DPC).
Porous building materials that absorb moisture.
High water table levels or poor drainage.

Example:
In older properties, especially those built before the introduction of DPCs, water may rise through
the brickwork, leading to damp stains on the lower sections of walls. This can result in damage to
plaster, skirting boards, and any flooring materials, creating a risk for timber components, which
may rot due to prolonged exposure to moisture.

Condensation

Definition: Occurs when warm, moist air meets cooler surfaces, leading to the formation of water
droplets.
Causes:

High indoor humidity levels from cooking, bathing, or drying clothes indoors.
Poor ventilation that prevents moisture from escaping.
Cold surfaces such as uninsulated walls and windows.

Example:
In a poorly ventilated bathroom, steam from a hot shower can condense on cold tiles and windows,
creating damp patches. Over time, this can lead to mould growth, particularly in corners and on
ceilings, posing health risks to occupants and requiring costly remediation.

Effects of Damp

Structural Damage

Wood Rot: Prolonged exposure to moisture creates an ideal environment for fungi that can
lead to timber decay, which is commonly referred to as wood rot. This condition not only
affects the aesthetic appeal of wooden structures but significantly compromises the structural
integrity of essential components such as beams, joists, and floorboards. When wood rot
occurs, it can weaken these structural elements, making them susceptible to failure under
weight or stress. Preventative measures, such as maintaining proper ventilation, ensuring
effective drainage systems, and routinely inspecting wooden structures for signs of moisture,
are critical in mitigating the risks associated with wood rot.
Plaster Deterioration: Damp conditions can lead to the deterioration of plaster, causing it to
crumble and flake. This not only affects the appearance of walls and ceilings but may also
necessitate repairs and remediation efforts to restore structural components. If not addressed,
plaster deterioration can result in further moisture ingress, leading to a cycle of damage that
can affect insulation and create an environment conducive to mold growth. Regular
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maintenance, including monitoring for leaks, controlling humidity levels, and using moisture-
resistant plaster products, can help prevent these issues from developing.
Corrosion of Metal Components: Metal fixtures and fittings are particularly vulnerable to
corrosion when they are exposed to damp conditions. Over time, moisture can initiate a
chemical reaction that leads to rust and degradation of the metal, compromising the integrity
and strength of these components. This can result in significant structural failures, especially
in buildings where metal elements play a critical role in the overall stability of the structure.
Implementing protective coatings, ensuring proper drainage, and conducting routine
inspections of metal components are vital in preventing corrosion and prolonging the lifespan
of these materials.

Health Risks

Mould Growth: Mould spores thrive in damp conditions, such as areas with high humidity or
water leaks, and can lead to a variety of respiratory issues including wheezing, coughing, and
difficulty breathing. These problems are particularly severe for individuals with pre-existing
conditions, such as asthma or chronic lung diseases, and can lead to susceptible individuals
developing new health issues. Common moulds, including Aspergillus and Penicillium, release
mycotoxins that can trigger asthma attacks and worsen other respiratory conditions. It’s
important to identify and remediate mould infestations quickly to minimize health risks.
Increased Allergens: In addition to mould, damp environments are also conducive to the
growth of dust mites and other allergens. These allergens can exacerbate respiratory
conditions like asthma and allergic rhinitis (hay fever), leading to increased symptoms such as
sneezing, itchy eyes, and nasal congestion. Moreover, prolonged exposure to these allergens
can lead to sensitization, where individuals develop new allergies to otherwise harmless
substances.
Long-Term Health Issues: Chronic exposure to damp and mould can result in serious long-
term health conditions. Research has shown that individuals with ongoing exposure are at a
higher risk for developing respiratory infections, sinusitis, and in severe cases, fungal
infections. Furthermore, systemic illnesses can arise due to the immune system’s persistent
reaction to mould exposure, which may result in fatigue, headaches, and even neurological
symptoms in some cases. Thus, it is crucial to maintain a dry living environment and seek
professional help for mould removal to safeguard one’s health.

Prevention and Management

Design and Construction Measures

Damp-Proof Course (DPC): It is crucial to ensure that all new builds incorporate an effective
Damp-Proof Course (DPC). The DPC is a horizontal barrier installed in the walls of buildings to
stop moisture from rising through the structure, which can cause significant damage over
time. It is typically made of materials such as bituminous felt, polyethylene, or slate. The
installation must be done correctly and at an appropriate height above ground level to
effectively prevent moisture ingress, which can lead to problems like mould growth,
deterioration of building materials, and compromised structural integrity.
Effective Drainage Systems: Designing and implementing proper drainage systems is
essential for protecting a building’s foundation from water accumulation. These systems
should include features like gutters, downspouts, and French drains that channel water away
from the building. The gradient of the landscaping around the building should also direct
rainwater away from the foundation. Regular maintenance of drainage systems is important to
ensure they remain clear and functional, especially during heavy rainfall or after snowmelt,



which can otherwise lead to flooding or water pooling around the foundation, increasing the
risk of dampness and structural issues.
Ventilation Systems: Adequate ventilation is key to maintaining indoor air quality and
managing humidity levels within buildings. Incorporating mechanical ventilation with heat
recovery (MVHR) systems can efficiently bring in fresh air while retaining heat from the
outgoing air. This not only enhances comfort but also helps to prevent condensation build-up,
which can lead to mould and mildew. In addition to MVHR systems, establishing
natural ventilation strategies, such as operable windows, vents, and air bricks, can contribute
to a healthy indoor environment. It is vital to balance these systems to ensure they meet the
building’s occupancy and usage requirements while adhering to local regulations and
guidelines for air quality.

Regular Maintenance

Routine Inspections: Conducting regular inspections is crucial in maintaining the integrity of
a building. This involves checking for early signs of dampness, which can manifest as peeling
paint, musty smells, and visible mould growth. These indicators are often the first signs of
water intrusion or moisture build-up. The earlier these signs are detected, the easier and less
costly it is to rectify the situation, preventing more extensive damage that could compromise
the structure’s safety and lead to expensive repairs down the line. It’s advisable to perform
these inspections at least once a season and after any significant weather events to catch
hidden issues.
Repairs: Once issues are identified during inspections, it is imperative to address them
promptly. This includes fixing leaks in roofs or gutters that can allow water to penetrate the
building envelope, sealing cracks in walls that may permit moisture entry, and ensuring that
windows and doors are adequately sealed to prevent drafts and leaks. Timely repairs help
maintain the building’s thermal efficiency and protect against mould growth and structural
deterioration. Additionally, considering the use of high-quality materials and professional
services for repairs can enhance the longevity and effectiveness of the solutions implemented.
Ventilation Management: Proper ventilation is a key component in managing humidity
levels within a space. It’s important to ensure that ventilation systems are not only functioning
correctly but are also suitable for the specific needs of the building. This can involve regular
cleaning and maintenance of vents, ducts, and fans, as well as placing humidity sensors to
monitor moisture levels. Creating a balanced environment where air can circulate efficiently
reduces the chances of dampness and mould growth, enhancing indoor air quality and overall
comfort for occupants. Implementing exhaust fans in areas prone to moisture, such as kitchens
and bathrooms, can also play a significant role in controlling humidity levels effectively.
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