
 
 

Mold and Moisture in Your Home after a Flood 
 

The key to mold control is moisture control. 

Recognizing Mold Growth 

Molds grow in moist climates by digesting any organic material, and so they gradually destroy 
whatever they grow on. Mold growth on surfaces can often be seen in the form of 
discoloration, frequently green, gray, brown, or black but also white and other colors. Molds 
release countless tiny, lightweight spores, which travel through the air. You may suspect that 
you have mold if you see discolored patches, cottony or speckled growth on walls or furniture 
or if you smell an earthy or musty odor. 

Mold and Your health 
Molds have the potential to cause health problems. Molds produce allergens (substances that 
can cause allergic reactions), irritants, and in some cases, potentially toxic substances 
(mycotoxins). Inhaling or touching mold or mold spores may cause allergic reactions in 
sensitive individuals. Persons exposed to high spore levels can become sensitized and develop 
allergies to the mold or other health problems. Research on mold and health effects is 
ongoing. 

What symptoms are commonly seen with mold exposure? 
Molds may produce health effects through inflammation, allergy, or infection. Allergic 
reactions are most common following mold exposure. Typical symptoms that mold-exposed 
persons report (alone or in combination) include: 
• Respiratory problems, such as wheezing, difficulty breathing and shortness of breath 
• Nasal and sinus congestion 
• Eye irritation (burning, watery, or reddened eyes) 
• Dry, hacking cough 
• Nose or throat irritation 
• Skin rashes or irritation 

Who is at greater risk when exposed to mold? 
Exposure to mold is not healthy for anyone inside buildings. Some people may have more 
severe symptoms or become ill more rapidly than others: 
• Individuals with existing respiratory conditions, such as allergies or asthma. 
• Persons with weakened immune systems, such as people with HIV infection, cancer 
chemotherapy patients, and others with chronic diseases. 
• Infants and young children. 
• The elderly. 

Will my health or my child’s health be affected, and should we see a physician? 
If you believe that you or your children have symptoms that you suspect are caused by 
exposure to mold, you should see a physician. Keep in mind that many symptoms associated 
with mold exposure may also be caused by many other illnesses. You should tell your 



physician about the symptoms and about when, how, and for how long you think you or your 
children were exposed. 

Mold Clean-up: First Steps 

 If there is standing water remaining it will need to be pumped out as soon as possible. 

Walls and Floors: Flood-soaked dry wall should be removed and thrown away. Plaster and 
paneling can often be saved, but air must be circulated in the wall cavities to dry the studs and 
sills. The three kinds of insulation must be treated differently. Styrofoam might only need to 
be hosed off. Fiberglass batts should be thrown out if muddy but may be reused if dried 
thoroughly. Loose or blown-in cellulose should be replaced since it holds water for a long time 
and can lose its antifungal and fire retardant abilities. 

Wood Floors: Remove hardwood floor boards to prevent buckling. Remove a board every few 
feet to reduce buckling caused by swelling. Clean and dry wood before attempting repairs. 
With wood subflooring, the floor covering (vinyl, linoleum, carpet) must be removed so the 
subflooring can dry thoroughly which may take several months. 

Carpets: Discard pads containing mold. It is nearly impossible to remove all the mold in a pad. 
Carpet should also be discarded except for minor mold infestations. It is best to hire a 
professional carpet cleaner or restorer to clean wall-to-wall carpet. If you try to save the 
carpet yourself, apply rug shampoo with a carpet shampooer according to manufacturer’s 
directions. Expose mold growing on the back of carpet to the direct rays of the sun. Scrub the 
back of the carpet using a detergent. Paint the carpet backing with a solution of ¼ teaspoon 
chlorine bleach to 1-cup water or another sanitizing product applied according to the label 
directions. Rinse several times. After shampooing and sanitizing, dry the carpet or rugs 
quickly by laying outdoors in the sun and wind, or use fans to speed drying. 

Remove all porous items that have been wet for more than 48 hours and that cannot be 
thoroughly cleaned and dried. These items can remain a source of mold growth and should be 
removed from the home. Porous, non-cleanable items include carpeting and carpet padding, 
upholstery, wallpaper, drywall, floor and ceiling tiles, insulation material, some clothing, 
leather, paper, wood, and food. 

Mold Clean-up: Guidelines 

■ If you choose to hire a contractor to do the cleanup, make sure the contractor has 
experience cleaning up mold. Check references and ask the contractor to follow the 
recommendations in EPA’s Mold Remediation in Schools and Commercial Buildings, the 
guidelines of the American Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists (ACGIH), or 
other guidelines from professional or government organizations. 
■If you suspect that your heating/ventilation/air conditioning (HVAC) system may be 
contaminated with mold, consult EPA’s guide Should You Have the Air Ducts in Your Home 
Cleaned? before taking further action. Do not run the HVAC system if you know or suspect that 
it is contaminated with mold - it could spread mold throughout the building. Visit 
www.epa.gov/iaq/pubs to download a copy of the EPA guide. 

■Do not paint or caulk moldy surfaces. Clean up the mold and dry the surfaces before 
painting. Paint applied over moldy surfaces is likely to peel. 

■Avoid breathing in mold or mold spores. In order to limit your exposure to airborne 
mold, you may want to wear an N-95 respirator, available at many hardware stores and from 

http://www.epa.gov/iaq/pubs


companies that advertise on the Internet. (They cost about $12 to $25.) Some N-95 
respirators resemble a paper dust mask with a nozzle on the front, others are made primarily 
of plastic or rubber and have removable cartridges that trap most of the mold spores from 
entering. 

■Wear gloves. Long gloves that extend to the middle of the forearm are recommended. 
When working with water and a mild detergent, ordinary household rubber gloves may be 
used. If you are using a disinfectant, a biocide such as chlorine bleach, or a strong cleaning 
solution, you should select gloves made from natural rubber, neoprene, nitrile, polyurethane, 
or PVC. Avoid touching mold or moldy items with your bare hands. 

■Wear goggles. Goggles that do not have ventilation holes are recommended. Avoid getting 
mold or mold spores in your eyes. 

■Keep indoor humidity low. Vent appliances that produce moisture, such as clothes dryers, 
stoves, and kerosene heaters to the outside where possible. (Combustion appliances such as 
stoves and kerosene heaters produce water vapor and will increase the humidity unless 
vented to the outside.) Use air conditioners and/or de-humidifiers when needed. Run the 
bathroom fan or open the window when showering. Use exhaust fans or open windows 
whenever cooking, running the dishwasher or dishwashing, etc. 

Mold Clean-up: Methods to Remove Mold from Various Products 

Always clean surfaces (scrub with water and detergent), removing the mold, before using a 
chlorine bleach solution. 

If you use disinfectants or biocides, always ventilate the area. Outdoor air may need to be 
brought in with fans. Biocides are toxic to humans, as well as to mold. You should also use 
appropriate protection and read and follow label precautions. Never mix chlorine bleach 
solution with cleaning solutions or detergents that contain ammonia; toxic fumes could 
be produced. 

Painted Surfaces Inside the Home: Scrub moldy surfaces with a detergent. Do not mix bleach 
with cleaners containing ammonia. After the mold has been removed, discoloration can be 
removed using a solution of 1-cup chlorine bleach to 1-gallon water. Rinse with clean water 
and allow to dry thoroughly before painting or papering. 

Painted Exterior Surfaces: Scrub mold on paint with a solution of 1/3 cup detergent that does 
not contain ammonia, 1 cup chlorine bleach and 1 gallon of water. 

Bathrooms: Scrub surfaces with a solution of 1-cup chlorine bleach, 1 tablespoon detergent 
that does not contain ammonia and 1 gallon water. Keep the surface wet for about 10 minutes, 
then rinse well with water and dry. 

Wood Shingles, Decks and Other Untreated Wood: Scrub surfaces with a solution of 1-quart 
chlorine bleach and 1 ounce detergent in 1 gallon water. Rinse thoroughly. If stains remain, 
increase the concentration of bleach to water and re-treat. Allow wood to dry thoroughly 
before painting or enclosing. 

Clothing and Other Textiles: Brush, shake, sun and air mildewed textiles outdoors. Launder 
washable items with detergent and chlorine bleach when appropriate. 

Leathers: Dyes used on leathers are very sensitive to numerous substances. Moisten a cloth 
with a solution of 1 cup denatured alcohol to 1 cup water, wipe away visible mold and dry in 
circulating air. 



Upholstered Furniture and Mattresses: If occupants are not sensitized to mold, very minor 
mold infestations may be tolerated in upholstered furniture and mattresses. Brush surface 
mold away with a broom outdoors. Vacuum outdoors or use a vacuum with a HEPA filter bag. 
Discard the disposable vacuum cleaner bag. Use the services of a professional upholstery 
cleaner, or sponge the item with detergent suds and wipe with a clean cloth. Avoid getting the 
stuffing wet. Wipe the furniture with a cloth moistened with a solution of 1 cup denatured or 
rubbing alcohol to 1 cup water and dry thoroughly. Place the item in the sun for a few hours 
and air it thoroughly or use a fan and indirect heat to dry. If mold is growing into the fabric or 
in the padding of an upholstered piece, nothing will eliminate the mold or odor except 
renovation or replacement. 

Books: Stand books on end. Spread out pages to dry. Wipe off mold with a clean, dry cloth. 
After a few hours, stack and press to avoid wrinkling. Alternate opening and stacking until 
completely dry. Sprinkle talcum powder or cornstarch on pages to absorb moisture. Books 
may be frozen until you have time to work with them. 

Wood Furniture: It is essential to differentiate between a little surface mold on the finish, and 
mold that has grown through the finish and into the wood. If there is extensive mold growth, 
the wood should be sanded to remove the entire area of mold using appropriate personal 
respiratory protection or another method used to remove the mold. Caution should always be 
used when refinishing wood furniture that has been exposed to mold. Whenever possible 
these items should be replaced rather than repaired. 

Mold Clean-up: Tools 

Wet-Vacuum: Wet vacuums are vacuum cleaners designed to collect water. They can be used 
to remove water from floors, carpets, and hard surfaces where water has accumulated. They 
should not be used to vacuum porous materials, such as gypsum board. They should be used 
only when materials are still wet — wet vacuums may spread spores if sufficient liquid is not 
present. The tanks, hoses, and attachments of these vacuums should be thoroughly cleaned 
and dried after use since mold and mold spores may stick to the surfaces. 

Damp Wipe: Mold can generally be removed from nonporous (hard) surfaces by wiping or 
scrubbing with water and detergent. It is important to dry these surfaces quickly and 
thoroughly to discourage further mold growth. Instructions for cleaning surfaces, as listed on 
product labels, should always be read and followed. 

HEPA Vacuum: HEPA (High-Efficiency Particulate Air) vacuums are recommended for final 
cleanup of remediation areas after materials have been thoroughly dried and contaminated 
materials removed. HEPA vacuums are also recommended for cleanup of dust that may have 
settled on surfaces outside the remediation area. Care must be taken to assure that the filter is 
properly seated in the vacuum so that all the air must pass through the filter. 

How do I know when the remediation or cleanup is finished? 

■ You should have completed mold removal. Visible mold and moldy odors should not be 
present. Please note that mold may cause staining and cosmetic damage. 
■ You should have revisited the site(s) shortly after cleanup and it should show no signs of 
water damage or mold growth. 
■ People should be able to occupy or re-occupy the area without health complaints or physical 
symptoms. 

 
This fact sheet is adapted from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency – September 2013 


