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DID YOU KNOW?

A family of four produces 10 to 50 litres of water vapour each 
day in the home, just through breathing and daily activities. 
This water vapour production is not an issue if ventilation is 
sufficient.

Determine the risk factors that can 
cause water infiltration and the 
principal safety elements for 
components near the building

What situations can cause water infiltration or 
an abnormal increase of humidity levels in building 
components? What deficiencies are the causes and 
what are the signs? How can you determine the risk 
factors? These are the questions this pamphlet is designed to answer. Note that overly 
high humidity levels can lead to the growth  
of mould and the development of fungus, which can damage the building and cause 
health problems for its occupants.

This document is a supplement to the brochure A healthy home, also published by the 
Ville de Montréal. Its purpose is to present the risk factors leading to water leaks and 
abnormal humidity levels inside a dwelling.

You will also find preventive and corrective measures useful to regularly check the 
condition of your building. You can consult the list of principle safety elements that  
you should pay attention to as part of a normal inspection and maintenance program 
for your building. This will allow you to secure the safety of occupants and other people 
in and near your building. 

Should a complex problem arise, only a building expert can properly assess the 
property and suggest ways to remedy the situation.

http://ville.montreal.qc.ca/pls/portal/docs/PAGE/HABITATION_FR/MEDIA/DOCUMENTS/LOGEMENT_SAIN_ANG.PDF


Preventive measures to avoid water infiltration and protect building components  |   6

Every building is directly connected to its environment. This means the exterior 
of the property must be carefully prepared so that water is kept away from  
the building foundations and that vegetation is not a source of humidity. 

RISK FACTORS 

Deficiencies in exterior elements contribute to water infiltration,  
in particular factors such as:

 A negative slope of the terrain toward the building foundations;

 Downspouts terminating near the foundations;

 Soil erosion near the foundations (negative slope);

 Impermeable surface coverings (paving, concrete, etc.) in contact  
with the foundation;

 Walkways that drain toward the foundation;

 Significant presence of trees near the foundations (tree roots absorb water 
contained in soil clay, which can lead to weakening of the foundations,  
and roots can obstruct nearby drains).

BE ALERT IF THERE IS:

Outdoors:

 Water accumulation on the ground near the foundations;

 The presence of pillbugs or earwigs (excessive dampness);
 The presence of green moss on the foundations;

 Deterioration of concrete (may also occur inside).

Indoors:

 Efflorescence on the concrete (whitish rings, comprised of mineral salts);

• Very frequent start-up of the drainage sump pump.

FOUNDATIONS AND EXTERIOR COMPONENTS
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PREVENTION AND CORRECTION ADVICE
CONSULT A BUILDING EXPERT QUICKLY IF:

 Window wells are missing or obstructed;

 Fissures (unless on the parging), or a cracked threshold are present;

 French drain is missing or blocked;

 Water has accumulated on the slab;

• Many carpenter ants are seen indoors (deterioration of wood of windows, 
doors, etc.).

QUICK SAFETY TIPS
!  Do not let piles of debris accumulate on your lot.

• Clean steps regularly.

IMPORTANT 

Many buildings have stone or quarry-stone foundations which remain 
cool and damp all the time, which is normal. However, if you do work 
that modifies the foundations, e.g. insulation of foundation walls,  
be very careful because this can promote the growth of mould  
and fungus.  
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The walls of your house play a protective role. When the building envelope is 
damaged, or has defects, water can easily infiltrate.

RISK FACTORS 
BE ALERT IF:

 Bricks are missing;

 Mortar is missing;

 Stepped cracks appear in brick walls; 

 Window sills or lintels are missing or deteriorated;

 Blocked or missing weep holes in the walls;

• Vinyl or metal siding is missing or damaged

EXTERIOR WALL ENVELOPE
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IMPORTANT 

North-facing walls deteriorate less quickly because of they are less 
exposed to the sun.

PREVENTION AND CORRECTION ADVICE
CONSULT A BUILDING EXPERT QUICKLY IF THERE IS:

 A large amount of crumbling mortar; 

 Bulge in the wall (frost heave);

 Efflorescence below windows, doors or balconies;

 Presence of green moss;

 A missing threshold (door sill);

• Crumbling of bricks (spalling);

• General deterioration of surfaces.

QUICK SAFETY TIPS
A  Prevent water, snow and ice from accumulating on walkways and steps.
B  Check the soundness of balcony attachments and railings.
C  Repair broken window panes.

• Check that no cladding (brick, aluminum, etc.) is detaching.
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Given the harsh climate conditions (snow, rain, wind and ice) they must face, roofs 
easily deteriorate. Water infiltration through roofing is a very common problem  
in Québec.

RISK FACTORS
BE ALERT IF THERE IS:

Outdoors:

 Deformed flashing at the base of the chimney;

 Missing mortar between bricks on the chimney;

 An area of water accumulation (inverse slope = poor roof drainage);

 A blocked roof drain;

 Inappropriate installation of equipment (antenna, ventilation, etc.) on the roof;

 Deterioration of skylight cladding;

• Evidence of rust on flashing.

Indoors:

• An opening or a gap in the ceiling of the upper storey, allowing warm air to escape 
into the open area under the roof;

• Water running down the sides of skylights;

• Water dripping from roof vents or soffits;

• A missing chimney radiation shield.

ROOFING
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PREVENTION AND CORRECTION ADVICE
CONSULT A BUILDING EXPERT QUICKLY IF THERE IS:

Outdoors:

 Missing flashing along the roof edge or on other roof structures (chimney, 
skylights, etc.);

 A fissure in the membrane (flat roof);

 A bulge in the membrane (flat roof);

• An absence of shingles;

• A leaking skylight;

• Condensation due to a poorly or unventilated attic under a pitched roof.

Indoors:

• A kitchen or bathroom fan that draws air into the attic;

• Deterioration of the ceiling of the highest storey;

• Condensation and/or frost on roof timbers and trusses;

• The presence of water rings or mould on the roof trusses.

QUICK SAFETY TIPS
A  Make sure roof covering elements (shingles, metal sheets, siding)  

are not detaching.
B  Take care of places where snow or ice can accumulate to prevent it from 

dropping off the roof.
C  Ensure roof can be accessed safely.
D  Get any chimney instability repaired.

• Have someone repair broken skylight window panes.

IMPORTANT 

Increasingly, homeowners are thinking of adding vegetation (green 
roof) or terraces onto a flat roof. Be careful! The majority of buildings 
constructed during the 20th century cannot support such loads. Consult  
a structural engineering before embarking on such a project! 
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Whether a living space or used for storage, basements must be carefully planned. It 
is an area subject to humidity issues, which can lead to the growth of mould.

RISK FACTORS
BE ALERT IF THERE IS :

In your basement:

 A dryer vent that exhausts inside the building;

 A dehumidifier not connected to a drain;

 A carpet laid directly on concrete slabs or earth floor;

• A storage closet along an exterior wall without sufficient ventilation;

• Stuffy, musty or damp odour in rooms with carpeting;

• Water condensation on laundry room windows;

• Non-watertight backflow damper on the floor drain.

In your crawl space:

• An access hatch that is not watertight.

In your garage:

• Accumulation of water on the slab;

• Accumulation of sediment in drains or the drainage system trap.

BASEMENT AND GARAGE
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IMPORTANT

The floor in a house is rarely watertight. Humidity from the basement 
always ends up migrating to the storey above. An insulated floor will 
reduce your heating costs.

PREVENTION AND CORRECTION ADVICE
CONSULT A BUILDING EXPERT QUICKLY IF THERE IS:

In your basement:

 Backflow from the drains or odours during rainstorms; 

 Efflorescence on concrete walls;

 Mould appearing on exterior wall cladding;

• A cold room that is poorly or not insulated from the rest of the basement 
without an independent air supply and exhaust;

• Concrete delamination (fracturing);

• Mould visible in cold room.

In your crawl space:

• An earth floor not covered in sealed polyethylene under gravel;

• Insufficient, blocked or no exterior openings;

• Mould on a wood structure.

In your garage:

 Efflorescence on concrete slab;

• Backflow from the drains or odours during rainstorms;

• Insufficient heating that does not allow snow and ice on vehicles to melt  
and flow into drains;

• Inadequate ventilation preventing excess humidity on vehicles  
from evaporating.

Important: Consult an insulation expert to verify that any work done 
conforms to installation rules for damp settings. 

QUICK SAFETY TIPS
A  Avoid accumulation of ice in window wells, garage entrances and emergency exits.
B  Ensure that drainage covers are installed correctly.  

• Adjust crawl space access hatch if it is unstable.
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Depending on their size, buildings include a variety of different mechanical 
elements. Triplexes and similar buildings generally include a heating  
system, water supply and, sometimes, air conditioning. On the other hand, 
multi-residential buildings have more complex mechanical systems, which 
require intervention from specialized professionals.  

RISK FACTORS
BE ALERT IF THERE IS:

In your plumbing system:

 A water heater at the end of its useful life (over 10 years);

 Condensation on water intake pipes.

In your ventilation and heating system:

• Water accumulation (in thermopump type ventilation systems);

• A blocked filter;

• A dehumidifier in which significant amounts of water have accumulated;

• Persistent odour;

• Any sign of water discharge.

BUILDING MECHANICAL ELEMENTS
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PREVENTION AND CORRECTION ADVICE
CONSULT A BUILDING EXPERT QUICKLY IF THERE IS:

In your plumbing system:

 A leaky water supply valve;

• Rooftop storm drain showing condensation.

In your basement:

 Condensation on exterior walls;

 Mould on structural elements.

In your ventilation and heating system:

 Any sign of dripping water;  

• A non-functional mechanical ventilation system;

• Unbalanced heat distribution (cold zones in the house);

• A non-functioning thermostat.

IMPORTANT 

It is not a good idea to try to save money by reducing the temperature 
of your water heater. Below 49 °C (120 °F), Legionella-type bacteria 
can develop. An anti-scalding device can be installed on the water 
heater outlet or at each bath and shower tap to reduce hot water 
temperature to 49 °C to prevent scalding.
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OPENINGS, OVERHANGS AND BUILDING ACCESS  

Building openings, exposed to the weather and the coming and going 
of occupants, are among the most problematic elements. Their regular 
maintenance is required, with repairs done as needed. 

RISK FACTORS
BE ALERT IF THERE IS:

In your windows, doors and French doors (also called patio doors):

• A problem with latches;

• Missing or defective flashing;

• Missing or damaged caulking.

In overhangs:

• Accumulation of snow on the entranceway roof;

• Water running down from balconies onto overhang walls.

In access ways (garage entrance, window wells):

• Missing or blocked drainage in window wells;

• Blocked drain in a terrace or in sloped driveway;

• Missing or deteriorated garage threshold.
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IMPORTANT 

Caulking around windows must be supple to be effective. To check its 
flexibility, try to insert the lead of a pencil; if the lead breaks, 
or the caulking is dry, cracked, rigid or comes away easily it is time 
for recaulking.

PREVENTION AND CORRECTION ADVICE
CONSULT A BUILDING EXPERT QUICKLY IF THERE IS:

Outdoors:

• A window with closing problems;

• Missing or defective flashing;

• Balcony floor sloping toward building;

• Rotting wood in the cornice;

• Anchoring fault or deterioration in cornice attachment;

• Entrance overhang roof drains toward the building.

Indoors:

• A sign of dripping water around windows or doors;

• Bubbling of paint on walls or ceilings;

• Deterioration on walls or ceiling (flaking paint);

• Moderate or significant growth of mould on walls or ceilings.

QUICK SAFETY TIPS
• Ensure that balcony and stair coverings are in good condition.

• Remove mobile items likely to fall (e.g. window boxes installed exterior  
to balcony).

• Avoid accumulation of things on balconies.
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MAINTENANCE PLAN

IMPORTANT 

How to solve a water infiltration problem
• Consult building experts (in architecture, engineering, technologies, etc.) who will 

analyze the situation and determine what repairs need to be done.

• Consult specialized Internet sites, such as that of the CMHC, to understand  
your house’s characteristics.

• Consult your borough office to determine whether the necessary repairs  
require a permit.

Depending on the condition of your building, establish a maintenance plan. 
Only an expert can evaluate building status and outline measures to be taken 
in the short, medium and long term. 

DANGEROUS CONDITIONS
Related to situations that can harm the health and/or safety of occupants  
or passersby.

• Action requiring immediate intervention
 Example: growth of mould, unstable balconies

PROBLEMATIC CONDITIONS
Related to water infiltration. Accurate determination of the cause is needed 
before making changes. Advice from a building expert will allow you to 
decide on the timing of repairs.

• Short-term action  
 For example: water infiltration, blocked drain

NORMAL MAINTENANCE CONDITIONS
Related to situations that may cause water infiltration or an abnormal 
increase of humidity levels in the future. Advice from a building expert may 
be necessary if the property owner is not sufficiently familiar with building 
construction methods.

• Medium-term action  
 For example: foundation insulation, ventilation improvements

CONDITIONS TO BE IMPROVED
Related to improvements to be made to avoid situations that may lead to 
water infiltration or an abnormal increase of humidity levels. Advice from 
a building expert may be necessary if the property owner is not sufficiently 
familiar with building construction methods.

• Long-term action   
 For example: replacement of doors and windows, roof repair

!
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RESOURCES
BE VIGILANT, THE CONDITION OF YOUR PROPERTY, 
AND CONSEQUENTLY THE HEALTH OF ITS OCCUPANTS, 
DEPEND ON IT.

Have you rigorously applied our recommendations, but 
your building continues to deteriorate? Consult experts 
who can guide you to solutions.

For further information, visit the Canada Mortgage and 
Housing website (CMHC) at cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en. It offers 
technical fact sheets on buildings. For more information 
about housing in Montréal, go to the Ville de Montréal 
website at ville.montreal.qc.ca/housing.

http://cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en
http://ville.montreal.qc.ca/housing


ville.montreal.qc.ca/housing
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