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Abstract:

This article answers your questions about mold, what it is, where it grows, how it
spreads, how can I prevent it.
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What Is Mold?

Mold, onetypeof fungus, isdifferent from plants,
animalsand bacteria. Moldsaredecomposersof dead organic
material such asleaves, wood and plants. Moldssometimes
caninfect living plantsand animals. The sporesand hair-like
bodiesof individua mold coloniesaretoo small for usto see
without amicroscope. When alot of moldisgrowingona
surface, it often appearsblack or green. Thecolor of moldis
influenced by the nutrient source and the age of thecolony. If
mold isgrowing behind vinyl wallpaper, colorful pink or
purplesplotches may appear. Mold growingonfabricis
caled mildew.

What Does Mold Need to Grow?

Mold needswater to grow; without water mold cannot
grow. Mold aso needsfood, oxygen and atemperature
between 40 degreesand 100 degreesF. Since mold decom-
posesdead organic (onceliving) material it can grow on
wood, the paper facing on gypsum board (drywall) and other
materialsmadefromwood. Moldssecretedigestivefluids
that decompose the substrate, making nutrientsavailable.
Mold can also digest somesynthetic materialssuch as
adhesives, pastesand paints. Whilemold cannot get nutrients
frominorganic material such asconcrete, glassand metal, it
cangrow onthedirt present on these surfaces. Moldsprefer
damp or wet material. Some molds can get moisturefrom the
air whentheair isvery damp, that iswhentherelative
humidity isabove 80%. Thehigh humidity makessurfaces
damp enoughfor moldtogrow.

How Does Mold Spread?

Mold can grow by extension of hyphaethat areliketiny
root hairs. Inthisway, asmall colony of mold can expandto
cover many squarefeet of material. Mold can aso make
spores that arelikevery small seeds. Sporescansurvive
conditionsthat aretoo sunny, hot, cold, dry or wet for moldto
grow. When sporesarereleased they canbecarried by air or
water to new locations. Some sporesareso small that they are
more affected by air currentsthan by gravity. When spores
land on adamp surfacethat hasfood and oxygen available,
and if thetemperature suitsthem, they will starttogrow. Itis
important to realize that mold sporesare present everywhere,
inoutsideair aswell asindoor air —unlessvery special
precautionsaretakento removeor kill them.

Wherever thereisdecaying organic material (leaves,
mul ch, wood) mold and mold sporesarea so present.
Everyday we are exposed to airbornemold sporesfrom
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outdoor sources, sometimesat high concentrations. Itis
almost impossibleto createamold free spaceor tokeep a
spacemoldfree. What we can do—and should do—iscontrol
theamount of moldin our indoor environments.

Why Do | Need To Know Anything
About Mold?

Toomuchmold can affect the health of you and your
family. Inaddition, mold can damage or destroy building
material ssuch asthewood or gypsum board in our homes.

What Are The Health Effects of

Exposure To Mold?

Most people are not affected by exposureto mold,
unlessthey areexposedtoalot of mold. Unfortunately, we
arenot quitesurewhat “alot of mold” means. Furthermore
wedon’'tknow if “alot” of exposuretomold for “abrief time’
isworsethan “not so much” exposurefor alonger time.

We' realso not surewhat “not so much” means. Each person
isdifferent; what amountsto a“lot of exposure” for some
peopleis*not so much” for others. Remember, moldis
everywhere; weareall exposedtomoldevery day.

Exposureto mold can causeallergy insusceptible
peopl e, but wedon’t know how much exposureisnecessary to
start the devel opment of alergy. If you have asthma, exposure
tomold can cause an asthmaattack or make your chronic
asthmaget worse. At thispoint wedo not know if exposureto
mold, especially early inlife, canlead to the development of
asthma. Although exposureto“enough” mold can cause
alergy to moldin susceptible people, accurately diagnosing
theallergy canbedifficult. Unfortunately, doctorscan test for
alergy toonly avery few of thethousandsof species(kinds)
of moldsthat exist.

Only afew molds seemto be ableto sometimes cause
aninfectioninhealthy people; fortunately thesemoldsdo not
usually grow inbuildings. However, peoplewith asuppressed
immune system are much more susceptibletofungal (mold)
infectionsand many of these fungi do grow inwet buildings..
Individualswith AIDS, certaintypesof cancer and thosewith
organ (heart, kidney) transplantson certain drugsare much
more susceptibleto fungal infections.

Mol dssometimesmake powerful chemicalscalled
mycotoxins. Wethink that molds makethese mycotoxinsto
decreasethe growth of other moldsand bacteria. Penicillinis
amycotoxin that we use becauseit can kill certain bacteria.
Unfortunately some of these mycotoxinsmake peoplesick.
Mycotoxinscan causeillnesswhenthey areinhaled, absorbed
through skinor ingested (swallowed). Presently wedo not
know all that much about the health effects of most mycotox-
inson humans. Most of what we know about mycotoxins
comesfrom exposure of farm animalsto moldy grain or hay.
Wedo not have any teststhat can determinewhether mycotox-
insarethe cause of someone’ sillness. Wecannot easily or
reliably measurethelevel of mycotoxinsinair samplesto
determine exposure levels.

Page 1

RR-0208: What You Need to Know About Mold



How Can | Prevent Mold From

Growing In My Home?

The answer issimple: keep your homedry. If mold
doesnot have moistureit cannot grow. Remember mold
sporesare everywhere so you cannot completely keep them
out of your house. Since our housesarebuilt withwood
products and paper faced drywall, food for mold isalways
present. Mold can also thrive on dust, cockroach and dust
mitefeces, skinflakesand food particles. Oxygenisavailable
intheair so we cannot prevent mold growth by eliminating
oxygen. Therefore, controlling moistureisthe only effective
strategy for preventing mold growth in our homes.

How Do | Keep My House Dry?

First, prevent excessivemoisturelevelsintheairinthe
house by using the exhaust fansin bathrooms and kitchens
wheremoistureisoften generated. Makesuretheair from
your clothesdryer exhaustsfromthehouse. Avoid usinga
humidifier. If you think that you need ahumidifier, first
measuretherelative humidity insideyour home. A device
called ahygrometer can measuretherelative humidity. Try
tokeep therelative humidity (RH) below 60%. Thereisrarely
areasontouseahumidifier if the RH isabove 25%. If you
feel youmust useahumidifier, measuretherelative humidity
intheareareceiving thehumidified air. Never letthe
humidifier raisethereative humidity above 35%.

Second, ook for areas of dampnessor wet spots.
Roofs, windows, basement wallsand plumbing pipes some-
timesleak. If aleak happenssuddenly, dry thewet materials
asquickly aspossible. Mold sporesbeginto grow 24-48
hoursafter awater leak. Dry the house quickly and mold will
not beaproblem.

Small recurring or continuousleaksthat are hiddenin
walls, ceilingsor floorspresent adifferent challengesince
mold growth could beextensivebeforeitisdetected. Bealert
for dampnessin areas such asunder sinks, in bathroomsand
inceilingsbelow bathroomsor other plumbing. If you notice
dampnessin oneof theseareasor if you noticeastrong musty
smell inoneof theseareas, contact your builder.

What Should I Do If | Suspect |
Have Mold In My House?

First and foremost, do not panic. Remember moldis
everywhere. Evenif youdohavemorethan“normal”
amountsof moldinyour house, you have not necessarily been
exposedtoit. Exposure meansthat themold or mold spores
or toxinshave gotteninsideyour body by inhalation (breath-
ing), ingestion (eating) or absorption through your skin. If
moldisinsideawall inyour homebut it doesnot getintothe
air, you have not been exposed. Themold hasto get fromthe
wall cavity intotheair in the house beforeyou can be exposed
toit. However, that doesnot meanthat it’ sgoodtoignorethe
moldif you know you haveit somewhereinyour house. The
mold will continueto grow (aslong asit haswater), eventu-
ally damagethe building and increasethe chancesthat you
will beexposed.
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How Do | Get Rid of Mold In My

House?

That dependsonhow much moldispresent andwhere
itislocated. If thereisonly asmall amount of mold, suchas
inabathroom or kitchen, scrub the moldy areawith soapy
water, rinsethoroughly and allow todry. If you haveasthma
or severedlergiesor aweakened immune system, get
someoneelseto dotheclean-up.

If you havemold onawall, floor or ceiling, thefirst
questionis“wheredid thewater comefrom?’ Remember,
mold hasto havewater togrow. Thereisno pointtryingto
removethemoldif you do not also correct the moisture
problemthat led tothemold. If the moisture problem
remains, mold will quickly grow back after theinitial cleanup.
If moldispresentinjust one corner of acloset scrubit with
soapy water, rinseand thoroughly dry. Don't storeboxesright
up against that corner. Do something to keep that corner
warmer such asleaving alight oninthecloset.

If you havemold growing under awindow that |eaked
or somewhereelsethat probably isduetoaleak, you should
have someonewith experience dealing with moldin buildings
evaluatethebuilding. Why? Again, you needtofix the
underlying moisture problem. And moreimportantly you can
releasealot of mold frominsideawall cavity if youdon't do
thework properly. Youcanturna“littlebit” of exposureinto
a“lot of” exposurevery quickly.
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