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ABOUT MOLD

What is mold?

Molds are simple, microscopic organisms, present virtually everywhere, indoors and outdoors.  Molds, along with mushrooms and yeasts, are fungi and are needed to break down dead plant and animal material and to recycle nutrients in the environment.  

[image: image1.png]


For molds to grow and reproduce, they need only a food source—any organic matter, such as leaves, wood, or paper—and moisture.  Because molds grow by digesting organic material, they gradually destroy whatever they grow on.  Mold growth on surfaces can often be seen in the form of discoloration, frequently white, gray, brown, or black but also green and other colors. 

Mold growth uncovered behind a bathroom wall; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to see what information on mold is available at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention web site.

Common sources of moisture that may lead to indoor mold problems include:

•
Flooding

•
Leaky roof

•
Sprinkler spray hitting a building

•
Plumbing leaks

•
Overflow from sinks or sewers

•
Damp basement or crawl space

•
Steam from showers or cooking 

•
Humidifiers 

•
Wet clothes hung to dry indoors or a clothes dryer that exhausts indoors

Click here to read the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) brochure “A Brief Guide to Mold, Moisture, and Your Home.”

Click here to read the EPA brochure "Mold Remediation in Schools and Commercial Buildings."  

Click here to go to the CDPH indoor mold web site.  

How am I exposed to indoor molds?1
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Molds release tiny spores that travel through the air.  Everyone inhales some mold every day without apparent harm.  It is common to find mold spores in the air inside buildings.  In fact, most of the airborne spores found indoors come from outdoor sources.  

Photomicrograph of an air sample showing mold spores and other particles (courtesy of the CDPH microscopy laboratory).
What are the health effects of mold?

Molds produce health effects through inflammation, allergy, or infection.  Allergic reactions (often referred to as hay fever) are the most common responses to mold exposure.  Mold-exposed persons may experience some of the following symptoms:

•
Respiratory problems, such as wheezing, difficulty breathing, or shortness of breath

•
Nasal or sinus congestion

•
Eye irritation (burning, watery, or reddened eyes)

•
Cough

•
Nose or throat irritation

•
Skin rashes or irritation

CDC statement on the science on molds to read the CDC statement on the state of the science on molds and human health.

What is CDPH’s position on testing for mold?

Individual susceptibility to mold varies greatly and there are few standards for an acceptable quantity of indoor mold.  Reliable sampling for mold can be costly and requires expertise and equipment that is not available to the general public.  Therefore, CDPH does not recommend testing as a first step to determine if you have a mold problem.  
Are there related policies? 

Prevention is key to avoiding mold problems.  Inspect your home, school, or workplace regularly for the signs and sources of indoor moisture and mold listed above (see What is mold?).  Inspection and cleanup of dampness or mold usually is considered a housekeeping task that is the responsibility of a homeowner, landlord, or building manager, as are roof and plumbing repairs, general cleaning, and yard maintenance.

Take steps to eliminate water sources as quickly as possible.  Act immediately if a leak or flooding occurs.

•
Stop the source of leak or flooding

•
Remove excess water with mops or a wet vacuum

•
Move wet items to a dry, well-ventilated area or place them outdoors to speed drying, for example, move rugs and pull up wet carpet as soon as possible

•
Open closet and cabinet doors and move furniture away from walls to increase circulation

•
Open wall cavities, remove baseboards, or pry open wall paneling if necessary to allow the area to dry thoroughly

•
Run portable fans to increase air circulation

•
Run dehumidifiers to remove moisture from the air

•
Depending on the time of year, determine if a window air conditioner or portable heater would help dry the area

DO I HAVE A PROBLEM?

You may suspect that you have mold if you see discolored patches or cottony or speckled growth on walls or furniture or if you smell an earthy or musty odor.  You also may suspect contamination if mold-allergic individuals experience some of the symptoms listed above when in the house, classroom, or workplace (see What are the health effects of mold?).  

Evidence of past or ongoing water damage also should trigger a more thorough inspection for damp conditions.  You may find mold growth underneath water-damaged surfaces (for example, wallpaper) or behind walls, floors, or ceilings.

Are there mold tests consumers can do on their own?

Not really.  Surface and air sampling kits are available, however, neither CDPH, the EPA, nor the CDC recommend routine sampling for molds.
  Sampling cannot be used to check if a building complies with a mold standard because there are no EPA, other federal, or California limits for visible mold growth or mold spores in the air.  

Furthermore, it is not necessary to know what type of mold is present to determine if a mold problem needs to be addressed.  If you observe visible mold growth or smell characteristic mold odors, the underlying moisture problem must be identified and all moldy materials must be removed or cleaned.  Private home and apartment owners generally will need to hire a contractor to test for mold contamination, because few insurance companies or public agencies provide this service.

How do professionals test for mold?

The U.S. EPA and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration recommend that if you decide to test for mold the sampling should be conducted by a professional who has specific experience in designing protocols for mold sampling, in sampling for molds and dampness, and in the interpretation of test results.  

Sample collection and analysis should follow methods recommended by the American Industrial Hygiene Association (AIHA), the American Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists (ACGIH), or other professional organizations.  Sample analyses should be conducted by a laboratory accredited for the tests being performed (such as the AIHA EMLAP) and that participates in a proficiency performance evaluation program (such as the AIHA EMPAT).

How do I know if mold is affecting my family’s health?

For some people, a relatively small number of mold spores can trigger an asthma attack or lead to other health problems.  For other persons, symptoms may occur only when exposure levels are much higher.  Nonetheless, indoor mold growth is unsanitary and undesirable.  Basically, if you see or smell mold, you should identify and eliminate excess moisture and cleanup and remove the mold.

Some persons may have more severe symptoms from mold or become ill more readily than others:

•
Individuals with existing respiratory conditions, such as allergies, chemical sensitivities, or asthma

•
Persons with weakened immune systems (such as HIV infected persons, cancer chemotherapy patients, and so forth)

•
Infants and young children

•
Older persons

Are there biological tests for mold?1
Skin-prick and blood tests can identify if a person is hypersensitive to molds.

Click here to read more about airborne allergens including mold spores.

However, no blood, urine, or other clinical tests have been widely accepted as valid methods to determine if a person has been exposed to mold or mold toxin nor the amount of mold to which someone was exposed.

Click here to read the CDPH statement on the misinterpretation of stachybotrys serology.

Click here to read the CDC statement on the state of the science on molds and human health.

FIX IT YOURSELF

How can consumers mitigate mold on their own?

First, fix any moisture problems and remove excess water.  A wet/dry vacuum cleaner may help remove water and clean a water-damaged area.

Solid materials generally can be kept after they are cleaned thoroughly, but discard porous materials, for example, mold-damaged ceiling tiles, drywall or wallboard, carpeting, drapes, upholstered furniture, and wood products.  If properly bagged or enclosed, mold-contaminated items can be discarded with household or building trash.

Clean nonporous materials, for example, glass, plastic, metal, and ceramic tiles with a non-ammonia soap or detergent, or a commercial cleaner, in hot water, and scrub the entire mold-affected area.  Rinse cleaned items with water and dry thoroughly.

When should a professional fix a mold problem?

During the cleaning process, you may be exposed to mold, strong detergents, and disinfectants.  Therefore, clean a test area first.  If this activity bothered you, consider hiring a licensed contractor or other experienced professional to carry out the work.

HIRE A CONTRACTOR

Are contractors certified to address mold?

Several states have passed legislation to ensure that persons providing mold assessment and remediation services are properly trained and licensed and follow minimum standards that protect the health of workers and building occupants.  

Click here to see your state’s indoor air quality program has a certification, licensing, or permitting policy relating to mold testing or remediation.

CDPH maintains a list of consultants who offer Indoor Air Quality (IAQ) services in California.

Click here to see the list, add your firm to the list, and learn how to select an IAQ consultant.

Does the size of the problem matter?

A homeowner or building maintenance personnel generally can handle small mold problems—total area less than 10 square feet— by using personal protective equipment.  Large contamination problems—areas greater than 100 square feet—may require an experienced, professional contractor.  However, the size criteria are based on professional judgment and practicality because we have limited information in this area.1
Click here to read the “NIOSH Interim Guidance on Personal Protective Equipment and Clothing for Flood Response Workers.”  This document includes advice that under some work conditions, NIOSH-approved respirators may be necessary if there is a chance for exposure to mold-contaminated materials or environments.

Is there guidance on hiring a contractor to fix mold?

A good place to start is the AIHA “Guidelines For Selecting An Indoor Air Quality Consultant,”  the North Carolina “Hiring a Mold Consultant or Contractor,” or the California “Guidance for Hiring IAQ Consultants.”

Some companies specialize in water damage restoration and can advise on cleaning homes after a flood, for example, the Association of Specialists in Cleaning and Restoration (ASCR) and the Institute of Inspection, Cleaning, and Restoration Certification (IICRC).1 

Remediation contractors should have experience in cleaning mold.1  Check references and ask the contractor to follow the recommendations in the ACGIH guidelines or those of other professional organizations or state agencies. 

Contact your state health department's website for information about state licensing requirements for contractors in your state.  For example, Texas requires specific licensure by mold remediation contractors (http://www.dshs.state.tx.us/mold/default.shtm).  In California, however, contractors are not required to have any special licensure or certification to perform mold “inspection” or “abatement.”   Nonetheless, the Department of Consumer Affairs does require a building contractor license for permitted repairs (http://www.cslb.ca.gov/).







� Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CD). Mold Prevention Strategies and Possible Health Effects in the Aftermath of Hurricanes and Major Floods. MMWR 2006; 55(No. RR-8):1–27 (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/nas/RDRP/appendices/chapter10/a10-13.pdf" ��www.cdc.gov/niosh/nas/RDRP/appendices/chapter10/a10-13.pdf�).


Mold in My Home—What Do I Do? Indoor Air Quality Info Sheet, California Department of Public Health (CDPH) (March 2009) (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cal-iaq.org/MIMH_2006-06.html" ��www.cal-iaq.org/MIMH_2006-06.html�).


� Statements on testing for indoor mold may be found at the following links: 


CDC “Dampness and Mold in Buildings” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/indoorenv/mold.html" ��www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/indoorenv/mold.html�)


CDC “Mold Questions and Answers, Questions and Answers on Stachybotrys chartarum and other Molds” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cdc.gov/mold/pdfs/stachy.pdf" ��www.cdc.gov/mold/pdfs/stachy.pdf�) 


US EPA “A Brief Guide to Mold, Moisture, and Your Home” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/mold/preventionandcontrol.html" ��www.epa.gov/mold/preventionandcontrol.html�)


� Anyone performing construction work in California on jobs that total $500 dollars or more in labor and materials must be licensed by the Contractorsf State License Board (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cslb.ca.gov/Applicants/ContractorsLicense/ExamApplication/BeforeApplyingForLicense.asp" ��www.cslb.ca.gov/Applicants/ContractorsLicense/ExamApplication/BeforeApplyingForLicense.asp�).





