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Hello,

My name is Jim Morrison and I run the home inspection practice my Dad started over 20 years ago.  Everyone at firm shares my Dad’s last name and his commitment to excellence.  In fact, Kevin, Dad, and myself are the most careful, best-educated, ladder-climbingest, crawl space-slitheringest, truth-tellingest,  hardest working, high priced, teach-you-everything-we-know-about-the-house home inspectors you’re ever going to run into and I’ll have words with anyone who says different.  See for yourself, our résumé’s are posted on our web site.  

This booklet is a compilation of a few pieces I’ve written for a column in The Lancaster Times (www.mothertown.com).  Like the inspections we do, they are meant distill the complicated processes by which homes are built and wrecked into terms anyone can understand.  

If you have a question about a house, any house- give us a call or shoot us an email and we’ll either answer it or point you toward someone who can.  

Cheers,

Jim Morrison
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Carbon Monoxide

Anything that burns can produce carbon monoxide (CO).  Most people associate CO poisoning with their heating system or their car, but plenty of folks have been poisoned by their fireplaces and wood stoves too.  If you are concerned about CO poisoning in your home, there are just a few things you need to know:

How it is produced

CO is a product of incomplete combustion.  If a flame is supplied with just the right mix of fuel and oxygen, it will burn completely (cleanly) and will not create CO.   Gas burning heating systems and water heaters are the most common sources of CO in my experience because there is a common misconception that since gas burns cleaner (to the eye) than oil, it never needs servicing.  This myth is probably the reason I find CO problems with more gas fired heating systems than not.   Every combustion appliance in a home needs regular maintenance, period.  For most of us, this means hiring a professional.  Gas and oil fired heating equipment MUST be thoroughly cleaned and serviced by a licensed professional annually.  If you have a fireplace or wood burning stove and you use them once a week or so during the heating season, the flues should be cleaned and inspected by a certified chimney sweep every year.  If you use a wood stove, don’t use it unless you have a permit from your town.

Another issue I run into more and more often lately is: finished basements.  Real estate values have about doubled in the past 5-7 years, which means every square inch we can squeeze out of our property is worth a lot of dough.  A lot of homeowners are having their basements finished these days so they can capitalize on the increased value.  The contractors who finish off basements don’t always realize the effect they have on other systems in the house.  Finishing off the basement often deprives the heating system and water heater of sufficient air for combustion and dilution.  In extreme cases, this can result in CO production and sometimes it can fill the house with enough CO (and aldehydes, carbon dioxide,  etc.) to be lethal.  A heating system for an average sized house needs 5000 cubic feet of room (height x width x length of room) for safe operation.  You can easily measure it yourself and if you have less than that, call a heating contractor.

How to avoid it

Having your heating equipment serviced every year will help you avoid CO problems, but not eliminate them.  Installing one or more UL listed CO detectors throughout the house is the best protection.  CO is undetectable by the human senses and can cause significant health problems at concentrations of just 9 parts per million (ppm) over eight hours.  It can effect the elderly, the ill, and the very young at even lower concentrations.  The bottom line is: CO is not a naturally occurring compound and should not be found anywhere in your home.  Even 1 ppm is too much because if you have a little, you can get a lot.  The latest figures available from the US Consumer Product Safety Council indicate 10,200 people have to go to the Emergency Room each year because of non-fire related CO injuries.  Of those, 534 people die.  With regular maintenance and the installation of CO detectors, CO injuries and deaths can be virtually eliminated.

Here’s something else to consider.  Many people today burn scented candles in their homes.  If the rim of the glass around the candle is sooty and you find soot on your ceilings and especially your windows, these candles are not burning cleanly and could be producing CO in your home (as well as other noxious gases).  For a lot more information about indoor air quality, visit www.jmhi.com.  There is a lot of good info there to keep your home and office air healthier.
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Childproofing Your Home

Let’s start out by admitting nothing can be childproofed.  The following information may help, but as the father of 2 kids under the age of two, and as a recovering kid myself, experience has taught me there are no substitutes for constant, careful parental supervision.  Kids tend to stay a step ahead of the engineers who design these things, but here is a partial list of easy ways to eliminate some serious hazards from your home:

In the house

Electrical receptacle protectors are pretty common, but some are better than others.  The little plastic ones that simply slide into the receptacle are outdated.  The best ones are easily fastened to the screw that secures the coverplate and have latched covers on them. They are inexpensive and easy to install.

Any room being used as a bedroom must have at least one window that will open to at least 20 X 24 inches and the interior sill must be no higher than 44 inches from the floor.  In an emergency, the window could be your child’s only escape, and a firefighter’s only way into the house.  Most casement windows don’t cut it.

Instead of raising the lower window sash in the nice weather, lower the top sash.  It makes it much harder for small children to fall or throw things outside.

Wood stoves are very dangerous because they can cause a third degree burn on bare skin in a fraction of a second.  Sturdy gates can be obtained to keep your children away from the stove, but they must still be closely supervised because if a toy somehow makes it over the gate and onto the stove, it could catch fire quickly.

There are also covers for the often sharp edges of raised fireplace and wood stove hearths.  These are also relatively easy to install and could save you a trip to the emergency room.

Don’t forget to visit the consumer Product Safety Commission’s web site at www.cspc.gov every once in a while.  It will surprise you to learn what toys and household products have been recalled because they are dangerous.

Oven locks and special plastic rings that fit over the burner controls make it almost impossible for your curious little one to turn on the stove when you aren’t there.  

Before you have children, it doesn’t matter where your carving knives and kitchen appliances were kept.  Once the kids master the art of walking, however, their little eyes turn upward and they will pull things down off the counter as soon as they can reach them, so place dangerous items judiciously.

When kids see their favorite characters on television, its natural for them to touch or even try to hug the screen.  Several children have been seriously hurt by pulling large television sets onto themselves.  There are several devices on the market today to fasten bookshelves, TV’s and other heavy items to the wall to prevent these disasters.

If you live in a multi-family dwelling, be sure that all stairways leading to and from your unit are clear of storage, debris, etc.  This is required by all major Codes and is paramount to your safety in an emergency.

The Bathroom

Medicine, razor blades, and cleaners must obviously be kept far from children’s reach.  Remember, at about 18 months old, many children will be able to move an object like a chair, or a toilet training “potty” and climb up onto it to gain access to a counter they could not previously reach.

Toilet locks are relatively new and very effective, just remember to teach your guests how these things work.  They keep the lid closed to protect your child from the always gross, but potentially fatal hazard of the unguarded toilet.

Removable non slip pads are great in the bathtub.  They provide traction on the surface of the tub to help prevent your young ones from falling and they can be removed for when you don’t need them or if you’re taking a bath on the road.

Don’t buy bathtub toys that squirt water for your kids.  Water left stagnant inside the toy between baths will grow molds and can harbor serious pathogens.  The inside of these toys cannot be properly cleaned. 

Buy a candy thermometer and check the temperature of the hot water.  If its higher than 120(F, lower it.  It takes just a few seconds of contact with 150(F water to give your child a third degree burn.

Outside

Keep the windows rolled up and the doors locked when the car is parked.  Every year there are reports of a child playing in a car who released the emergency brake, rolling the car into the street.  

Decks and porches more than 30 inches from the ground should have railings at least 36 inches high or higher.  You should not be able to pass a five inch diameter ball between the balusters either.  Railings must also be very stiff. If you can shake the railing significantly, it should be reinforced.

Check the stamp in the corners of your sliding glass door.  If you don’t see the words “Tempered Safety Glass” then its plate glass, which is a real hazard if a child (or adult) runs into it and breaks it.  Plate glass doors should be replaced with tempered safety glass.

Swimming pools are a lot of fun, but they present several hazards.  The fence around a pool should make it impossible for an unsupervised young child to get in the pool.  Also, any electrical devices near the pool must be plugged into a GFCI protected electrical receptacle.

Garage doors are the heaviest moving object in most house.  For your family’s safety, automatic garage door opener manufacturers recommend that you conduct these tests at least once each month:


• When the door is open, place a one inch tall, solid object (a 2x4 laid flat 

works well) where the garage door meets the garage floor, then close the 

door.  The door must reverse when it hits the obstruction.

• If the door stops on the obstruction, turn the down limit obstruction screw 

on your garage door opener counter clockwise ¼ turn.  Then repeat the 

test.

• When the door reverses, remove the one inch object and open and close 

the door 2 or 3 times to test the adjustment.  If the door will not reverse 

after repeated adjustment attempts, it should be adjusted, repaired, or 

replaced by a professional.  For additional information, consult the 

manufacturer.
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Chimneys

Chimneys must be one of the least well understood components of a home.   Many homebuyers don’t know why they even need a chimney if they don’t have a fireplace.  Chimneys draw the dangerous products of combustion (created by the heating system, water heater, fireplace, wood stove, older gas stoves, coal stove, and other appliances) out of the house and vent them safely into the atmosphere.  Something as important as that warrants a little more attention.

A flue is a vertical passageway within a chimney and a chimney may have more than one of them.  Most flues constructed since the 1930’s or so are lined with terra cotta or a similar material.  You can find out if your flue is lined by looking down from the top (if you can get to the top safely) or by sticking a mirror and a flashlight in the cleanout door at the base of the chimney.  If the flue isn’t lined, or if the liner is damaged, it probably isn’t safe and should be relined.  This must be done by a certified chimney sweep, who can explain the different options for lining the flue.  If your chimney doesn’t have a cleanout door, have the sweep install one of those as well.

A rain cap is generally made of stainless steel and keeps the elements and small animals out of your chimney.  They also act as a spark arrestor for your fireplace.  Every flue should be covered with a rain cap, period.  

A damper is the small door or plate in the top of the fireplace which must be opened before starting a fire.

Homeowner Maintenance
If you use the fireplace or wood stove regularly, that flue must be cleaned every year.  Failure to do this can result in a buildup of uncombusted carbon or creosote in the flue which can lead to a chimney fire.  Chimney fires can burn at temperatures exceeding 2000( Fahrenheit and shoot 20 foot flames out of the top of your chimney.  They often sound like a freight train running through the house and can burn the house down.  What’s worse is: occasionally they don’t make a sound.

If your chimney vents only the combustion products from a gas or oil fired heating system, its still a good idea to have the chimney inspected and cleaned every few years.  Its relatively inexpensive and might identify small problems, before they get dangerous and expensive to repair.

You can inspect portions of the chimney without specialized tools or experience.  

If the chimney is on an exterior wall, look at the joint between the chimney and the house.  Is it tight or is it wider at the top than the bottom.  If there is any gap at all between the house and the chimney, it could mean some serious movement and should be evaluated by a mason or a chimney sweep.

Look at the chimney from the outside, the attic, the basement, and anywhere else it may be exposed.  Are there missing bricks?  Is the mortar in good condition or is it sugary or missing?  If it is deteriorating, it should be repaired right away.  Deteriorating mortar can leave holes in the chimney where hazardous combustion products can enter the house.

If you have a fireplace, open the damper and look up to make sure your flue is clear before using it for the first time each year.  Also, go into the basement and stand directly beneath the hearth extension (the tiled or brick area in front of the fireplace.  If you can see the wood used to form the hearth extension while the concrete was wet, that’s a fire hazard and you should call a chimney sweep to remove them right away.  Often the forms are still beneath the interior hearth too, where you can’t see them and where they are even more dangerous.  If its been a while since a professional has inspected your chimney, hire a certified chimney sweep to clean and inspect the interior of your chimney.  Its inexpensive, and it might save your life.
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Critters

Well,  the frost is on the pumpkins as I write this, and you know what that means:  Hot cocoa after a day of raking leaves, apple cider after picking a peck or bushel, and jacking the prices up on bags of miniature candy.  There are many cold weather rituals in human society, but critter’s minds turn to just one thing as the mercury drops: getting into your house.  The most common unwanted critters found in homes are:

Mice: They may be there to eat your food, share your roof for the winter, or both.  They can get through an opening about the size of a dime, so if you have an older home, chances are good you’ll be sharing space with a family of mice this winter.   

Mice don’t do any appreciable damage to your home, but if they move in, you should get rid of them anyway.  Their droppings (poop), like those of any mammal, can carry pathogens.  Someone is going to have to crawl through your crawl space someday, and you don’t want them to get a faceful of Hanta virus.  Mouse droppings look like black grains of rice and one mouse can drop 50 of them in one day.

Some of you are sitting there smugly as you read this thinking: “I’ll never have mice in my house, I have a cat!”  Please allow me to dispel another myth.  I regularly  see evidence of thriving mice communities in homes where cats cohabitate.  I assert that most cats are too concerned with keeping to their very busy schedule of napping, snacking, and sitting on the window sill to bother with chasing mice.  It’s simply too pedestrian for them.

Chipmunks:  I had one unlucky chipmunk find his way into my laundry room a couple of years back.  As the resident man in the house, it naturally fell to me to vanquish this little invader.  The problem we “resident men” bump into at this point is that these little critters are much smaller, much faster, and as often as not, much smarter than we are, making the job a lot harder than it sounds.  In most human v. critter contests, my money is on the critter every time.  EXCEPTION: The odds swing quickly in favor of the human if the critter is small enough to be scooped up into a lacrosse stick, and if the human has a lacrosse stick in his shed.  I admit I wanted to launch the little fella, but I resisted the urge and gently dropped him outside, hoping he’d tell his friends his cautionary tale.  We had no more chipmunk trouble after that.  If you see one in your house and you don’t have a lacrosse stick, call a pro.

Squirrels:  Most people who hear some light skittering in the attic at night think they have squirrels, but really have mice.  When you have squirrels in the house, they sound like small dogs.  Gray squirrels are the most common and they will damage your house.  Red squirrels are even worse because they are the finest little acrobats in the world and the physical laws that keep the planets spinning and gravity in tact, do not apply to them.  Both will gnaw wood, poop recklessly about your house, and worst of all, chew on electrical wires, which can cause a fire.

A gray squirrel and I once terrified each other by simultaneously arriving on a roof during a home inspection one (or both) of us was conducting.  I was so startled I nearly fell off this three story Victorian, but in less than one second, it looked at me, looked at the ground, looked back at me and dove off the edge.  He soundlessly sailed through the air, hit the ground with a light thud audible from 30 feet up, and scurried into some bushes.  I’m just glad it wasn’t me.   I’m told they can also eat their weight in a week, but that’s nothing special, because so can home inspectors.

Raccoons: They find their way into your home most often through an uncapped chimney flue.  Generally when this happens, they will set up shop on the smoke shelf in that fireplace you never use anymore.  If your damper is closed tightly, they won’t get into the interior of your home.  If it isn’t, they might, and that is dangerous.  Raccoons can carry rabies and can hurt people if they feel threatened.  Often, they live there unnoticed until they deliver a litter.  If you haven’t already, hire a certified chimney sweep to install a full sized stainless steel rain cap on top of your chimney.  If you think there is a bird or animal living in your fireplace, do not light a fire in it, call an exterminator.

It is illegal and dangerous for nonprofessionals to trap and relocate an animal in MA.  Any mammal can carry rabies, but wild animals carry the highest risk of being rabid. Skunks, raccoons, foxes, and bats are the most common carriers. Beavers, rabbits, chipmunks, squirrels, rats and mice are less likely to be rabid. The symptoms of a rabies infection in humans can take anywhere from 5 days to 7 years to become evident, the effects are often fatal, and the treatment is painful.  Don’t take chances with wild animals. To learn more about household pests, visit the website: www.yankeepestcontrol.com
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Getting the Most From Your Home Inspection

 Interest rates are still very low, the days are growing longer, and “For Sale” signs are sprouting up in front yards all over town.  The stage has been set for another busy Spring season in New England real estate.  Almost every homebuyer in our area will hire a professional home inspector to evaluate the home they want to buy, but some will get a lot more for their money than others.  If you want to get the maximum benefit from your inspection, there are a few things you need to know.

Hire a Quality Inspector

If you’re like most folks and you don’t happen to know a really good inspector, get a referral from someone whose judgement you trust like a local real estate attorney or buyer’s broker.  Don’t simply rely on names from the telephone book, or shop the web for the lowest bidder.  A sloppy inspector can end up costing you money and heartache, so do your homework and get the best!  You should contact a few firms if possible and interview them over the phone.   There are dozens of variables, but it takes about three hours to inspect an average sized home properly.  Ask your inspector how much time they’ll be budgeting for your house.

Reports can vary quite a bit too.  A handwritten, checklist type of report isn’t going to do you much good if you or your attorney can’t read or understand it.  Most of the better inspectors type narrative reports on a computer.  It’s  the 21st century, so they can email it to you so your lawyer won’t have to read a fax of a fax of a fax.

Know what you’re getting

You’ll need to spend some time deciding what kinds of inspections you want. Some things that aren’t generally looked at during a basic inspection are: septic systems, wells, solar heating equipment, sprinkler, security, pools, elevators, hot tubs, saunas, wells, pumps, wood stoves, pests, radon, lead paint, electro-magnetic fields, etc.   Home Inspectors don’t test air conditioning systems from mid-Fall to mid-Spring, either.  Many people are surprised to learn that most inspectors don’t get onto the roof of the house to inspect it.  Ask your inspector to walk you through a typical inspection on the telephone.

You should spend time speaking with your inspector beforehand to talk about how things will be done.  Many inspectors don’t like to answer questions during the inspection, how does yours feel about client participation?  If the house has a crawl space, will your inspector enter it?  Make sure you bring any particular concerns to your inspector’s attention in advance so you can discuss how they will be addressed.

Tag along

It’s important to schedule as much time as necessary for you to accompany the inspector and speak with him privately afterward.  The report won’t say it all, so to understand it, you really have to be there.  A qualified, experienced inspector will take pride in leaving  you feeling like you got a great education as well.   If you don’t know much about construction, bring along a trusted friend or relative who does!

There are no bad houses, only bad owners.

Houses are just like the people who own them and nobody’s perfect.  Your inspection report will probably list a few dozen issues ranging from “almost meaningless” to (hopefully not too) “disastrous”.  Sometimes a particularly dangerous or expensive defect will be discovered that you’ll want to renegotiate your contract with the owners.  Either way, you’ll have a comprehensive report on the condition of the property that you can use to plan your maintenance schedule and budget for big ticket items.  Properly maintaining your home has a big impact on your quality of life.  Knowing that you had a thorough inspection from an experienced professional should give you some peace of mind, knowing that you’ve done all you can to minimize unpleasant surprises.

The American Society of Home Inspectors (ASHI () has a lot of useful information about home inspectors for the consumer on their web site: www.ashi.org (check out the virtual inspection tool!)
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Homebuying Tips

A home inspector’s job is to diagnose and document major problems in houses.  Most of the time, the people who live in these houses are unaware that the problems exist, making our job more difficult.   It’s analogous to a physician trying to diagnose an illness in a patient who has no complaints.  You have to look closely to pick up on the symptoms and exercise judgement based on your experience in order to figure each puzzle out.  It’s even harder for the average person to recognize signs of trouble.  Whether you are looking to purchase a new house or you’re just trying to maintain the house you live in, here are some things you can look for to flesh out potential problems that are not always apparent.

If you are serious about buying a particular home, I recommend that you begin by going to the Town Building Department and ask to see the folder for that address.  It is public information to which you are entitled access.  This will tell you what work has been done on the property that has been approved by the Municipality.  You should also try to obtain a written disclosure on the condition of the property from the current owners.  While these are not mandatory in Massachusetts, some homeowners will provide them to you.  At the very least you should ask them if they have ever had the home inspected for woodboring insects, radon, or lead paint and if there has ever been water in the basement.

Here’s three free tips I picked up this year (my first year in the house I live in):  1) That long circular driveway that I thought would be great when we have parties seems even bigger when it comes time to shovel!  2) For every minute I spend in the nice weather playing fetch with my black lab Josey in that enormous back yard, I spend an hour marching behind a lawnmower, and who do you think is going to do all that raking?  3) Apple trees add a lot to the landscape, picking apples up off the ground before mowing the lawn each week does not.  Keep all seasons in mind when looking at the yard.

Most of the time you won’t be able to see the roofing material up close, but you should ask the owners if they know how old it is.  Most homes in this area have asphalt shingles on their roofs which can be expected to last a total of about 20 years.  If you are able to see the shingles up close, check the south and west facing exposures because they wear out sooner due to increased exposure to the sun.  Some signs that a roof may need to be replaced include: loss of shingle grit in the spaces between the tabs, curling, cracking, and missing shingles.

Look at the house from a short distance at all angles.  Do all of the lines appear straight?  Does the roof’s ridge sag?  Does the house look like its leaning significantly to one direction or another?  Some settling should be expected, particularly in older homes, but if it is appreciably more than the settlements you’ve seen in other homes of similar age, it could mean there is a structural problem.

Make sure you spend some time looking at the porches and stairs, too.  Many homeowners try to save some money by building their own deck, and end up creating hazards in the process.  Some of the more obvious problems include: decay to the house just beneath where the deck attaches to it, due to a lack of flashing between the house and the deck, missing or insufficient railings,  lack  of footings beneath the columns supporting the deck, and missing joist hangers at the flush framed joist connections.  Bounce up and down on the deck, if it deflects noticeably, it should be reinforced.  If there is a lot of decay in the deck, then it is probably constructed of untreated wood and it will continue to decay and have to be completely replaced soon.

The grade of the soil around the house should be pitched so water drains away from the foundation.  You should also check the yard for areas that look like they get unusually wet in the spring.  Tree limbs should not be touching or overhanging the house and any trees that appear ill should be removed before they fall and cause personal or property damage.

If there are no gutters on the house, you will want to have some installed.  Proper installation and maintenance of rain gutters, coupled with a yard that slopes away from the house is paramount to preventing moisture problems.  One sign that the area around the house is too damp is mildew growth on the siding (particularly on the North facing side)   Mildew will continue to flourish where relative humidity in above 40%, so it is very important to keep the area around the house as light and dry as possible to retard the recurrence of mildew.  When the house is next repainted (or stained), a mildewcide additive can be mixed in the with paint (or stain) to help the problem. Signs of past or current moisture in the basement include: a musty smell, efflorescence (salts) on the foundation walls, corrosion on the bottoms of steel columns, mildew, mustiness, staining on anything resting on the floor, and the presence of a sump pump.

Look for ½ inch diameter holes patched with newer looking mortar in the cellar floor slab and exterior paved surfaces next to the house, which indicates that the house has been treated for termites.  If you see them, you’ll want to ask the current owner of the property for more information in order to assist you in the decision to purchase the property, including:  When it was treated and by whom, is the treatment warranteed and is that warrantee transferable, and where the termites damaged the house (if at all), and was the damage replaced?

Termite activity itself is very difficult for anyone but an exterminator to find.  However, if you see brown tubes that appear to be made from mud that are about the same width as a pencil, running up a foundation wall or on wood in the basement or anywhere near the ground, its very likely you’ve discovered termites eating the house!  Piles of sawdust, or serious any activity can indicate a carpenter ant problem.

The use of electrical extension cord feeds and electrical receptacle adapters is the cause of many fires.  If you see a lot of these in the house, then you’ll know that you’ll need to hire a licensed electrician to install new electrical receptacles and fixtures as needed.  

It sounds funny, but I also look for price tags, particularly on the electrical and plumbing components.  This is almost always a sign that a homeowner did the work instead of a qualified, licensed professional.  If you see price tags and the work appears sloppy, you should check to see if a building permit was obtained.

Look at the insulation on the heating system and pipes or ducts.  If it is white and looks similar to a plastered cast, it could contain asbestos.  To know for certain, it must be sampled and tested in a laboratory (though some manufacturers boldly brag of the asbestos content on the label if you can find one).  If it does contain asbestos, any friable asbestos pipe insulation should removed or encapsulated by a Massachusetts-certified professional, which will be expensive. 

If the house has central air conditioning, you should ask the current owners of the property how old the system components are.  The average life span of the outdoor condenser unit it typically 15-20 years and the average life span of the interior air handler is typically 30 years or so. 

Shine a flashlight inside the heating or cooling ducts and look around.  Chances are, the interior will be coated with dirt.  You should strongly consider having the interior of the air ducts and the air handler professionally cleaned before moving into the house, especially someone in your family has allergies.  For more information about indoor air quality, visit the web site: www.jmhi.com
Inside the house, turn every light switch on and off to make sure they work.  You should also try to open and close every window, checking for broken glass, broken sash cords, fogged double paned glass, and loose windows.  Operate every faucet, run the shower and tub and flush all toilets looking for leaks at the appliance.  When you have operated every plumbing fixture in the house, go back down into the basement and check for leaks.

You should also be looking for water stains on the walls and ceiling which indicate a past or current leak.  Notice the pattern of the cracking in the walls and ceilings.  It’s hard to find a house with no cracks at all, and cracks are not necessarily a sign of a structural problem.  However, certain patterns can tip you off to a settlement problem that will require further investigation.

At least poke your head and a flashlight into the attic so you can look for leaks in the roof and signs of animals living there.  Ideally you should also see at least 6-8 inches of insulation in the attic floor (never against the roof sheathing). Mildew growth and frost on the roof sheathing is a sign that the attic needs more venting.   Ideally, the air temperature in the attic should be within 10-20(F of the ambient air temperature.

Once you’ve gone through this checklist and identified the areas of the house that need attention, call a professional and get them fixed!  It is always cheaper, easier, and better to repair problems sooner, rather than later.  Besides, you’ll enjoy the house even more knowing it’s in tip top shape!
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How to Choose a Home Inspector

Buying a home is the largest financial decision in most of our lives and many factors are involved in choosing the home that is right for you.  Most people hire a professional home inspector to evaluate a property they are interested in before they actually purchase it.  Getting an accurate assessment of the condition of a home before you buy it is an essential piece of the decision making process.  But there are so many people performing home inspections today, how do you choose the one who is right for you?   The Commonwealth of Massachusetts created a home inspector’s license which all inspectors are required to hold since May 2001, but what does that mean?  The State also licenses drivers and hairdressers, but that doesn’t mean everyone with a license does a great job.

Referrals

One way to help insure you hire the firm that’s right for you is to get referrals from people you trust.  Perhaps a friend or family member who has recently purchased a home.  Your attorney, mortgage broker, or another real estate professional may also be willing to recommend an inspector or two.  Don’t simply rely on names from the telephone book, it’s just too important.  You should contact at least three inspection firms and interview them over the phone. The American Society of Home Inspectors (ASHI () has a lot of useful information about home inspectors for the consumer on their web site: www.ashi.org 

On the Phone

You should describe the house as completely as possible to the inspector on the telephone.  Answer all of their questions and let them know about any peculiarities up front.  If the inspector knows about a moldy crawl space, disagreeable tenant, vicious dog, etc. up front, you can discuss how these issues will be handled in advance.  Also, if the more the inspector knows about the house, the better they can describe their services and fees to you.  A house with seven rooms is a lot different than a house with seven bedrooms, so be specific and have a listing sheet handy!

In addition, you should take into account how much time the inspector spends with you on the telephone.  You will likely have a lot of questions during the inspection and a willingness to answer questions on the phone might indicate what they’ll be like during the inspection. 

Qualifications

Your first concern should be competency.  You must feel comfortable that the inspector you hire knows what they are doing.  What is their educational background? What construction related licenses or certifications do they hold? What professional organizations are they active in? How long have they been inspecting homes professionally?  What kinds of insurance do they carry?  The home inspectors you interview will have a wide variety of  backgrounds and carry  it is important to find the right match for you.  For example, the home you are interested may have a complicated boiler.  In this case, an inspector with a strong heating background would be a plus.  Being a contractor is a good background, but does not qualify someone to be a good home inspector.  The American Society of Home Inspectors (ASHI () requires that a person have completed 250 fee paid home inspections, pass two 3 hour examinations, and adhere to their Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice before they can be considered for membership.  They also require continuing education to maintain membership. The practice of home inspection is becoming more and more regulated in this country as more states require that inspectors be licensed.  Nearly every state which requires licensing has more or less adopted the ASHI ( requirements as a part of the licensing requirements.  In Massachusetts, home inspectors have been licensed since 2001.

On the job

What does the inspection consist of?  You should have each firm walk you through the typical inspection over the telephone.  Will the inspector climb onto the roof or look at it with binoculars?  What is their policy on crawl spaces? Will the inspector remove the cover from the electrical panel?  What about carbon monoxide testing? And what is expected of you? Should you bring a stepladder or some tools to the inspection? Does the inspector mind if you follow them around during the inspection? A good inspector should have three goals: First, to find the major defects in the house.  Second, to provide the client with an idea of the other less important defects or issues which will help the homebuyer develop their own “five or ten year plan”.  The third goal is education, the inspector should show the homebuyer where the main water shutoff is, the electrical disconnect, how to change the filter in the furnace, etc.

The inspection itself is an invaluable learning experience, so make sure you are there.  Make sure you understand everything the inspector points out and writes in the report.  Many homebuyers take notes during the inspection.  Some even videotape or audiotape the inspection, though you should be sure you ask the inspector if they mind being recorded before you do.

Fees

Typical fees start just under $400 and go up from there.  While the cost of the inspection is a concern for everyone, price alone should not dictate your decision.  In every field, you get what you pay for.  Every inspector provides a different service to his or her clients and a higher or lower fee does not necessarily dictate what kind of work the inspector will do.    It is more important to look for value.  What will you get for your money, that’s the most important thing.  Ask the inspector when and how they like to be paid.

Reports

The report is more important than most people know.  It is the only thing that survives the inspection.  It is an important document that your attorney should review.  If an important defect is uncovered during the inspection, the report will be an important tool in negotiations.  It often serves as a “to do” list for years after the inspection.  There are basically two types of reports: The handwritten, annotated checklist is a preprinted noncarbon reproduction form where the inspector will mark items as Satisfactory, Unsatisfactory, etc. and make a few handwritten comments as needed.  The other kind of report is the typewritten narrative report where the inspector actually types a report which profiles the house and goes into more detail.   You should find out which it will be.  You should also make sure the report is issued to you alone.  After all, you paid for it.  Your inspector may send a copy to your attorney, lender, or your real estate agent if you ask them to, but no one should see or discuss the report without your consent.

Extras

Many inspectors offer additional services outside the scope of a normal home inspection.  These can be included with the inspection fee or they may only be available for an extra fee.  They can include a pest inspection, a radon test, a lead paint test, a Title V review, a septic inspection, a well test, electromagnetic field measurements, Indoor Air Quality evaluation.  You should ask what other services are offered by the firms you interview.  Be wary of firms that offer one stop shopping.  The inspector can only be an expert in so many fields before the consumer has to wonder just expert can one person be?

So do a little investigation before hiring a home inspector, make sure you know what you’re getting, and attend the inspection.   Understanding the process and being an informed consumer are the best paths to your dream home, and avoiding a money pit!  Finding a local home inspector is now even easier by visiting the web site: www.ashi-newengland.org
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Lead Paint

Lead has been added to paints since at least the early 1700’s.   The use of lead based paints on the interior of residential homes was banned in 1955, and its residential use was banned altogether in 1978.  Many houses built before that time contain at least some lead paint.  How much lead paint is in a house varies widely, and you can’t tell by looking.  

If there is a child under the age of six years old living in a house where there is lead paint on chewable surfaces below five feet, or peeling lead paint, then the owner is in violation of the law.  Children have their blood tested each year for lead and if they test positive, only then is that law enforced and the owner of the home can be forced to delead before the child can return to the house.  In 1998, 5.9% of Massachusetts’ children who were tested had more than 10 milliliters of lead per deciliter of blood (the US CDC standard).

Commonly heard advice regarding lead paint is: “Just don’t let your kids chew on the woodwork.”  This uninformed refrain is partly responsible for the continuing poisoning of children, even today.  The fact is: children don’t chew wooden moldings.  As a home inspector (not a licensed lead inspector), I have inspected approximately 4000 houses in my career to date and have never seen teethmarks on woodwork.  That’s just not how kids ingest lead.  The most common ways in a house are:

1) Peeling paint.  When paint chips (or anything else for that matter) fall to the floor, toddlers will pick them up and put them in their mouth.

2) Renovations can create a lot of dust, and none of it is healthy, but the effects of lead dust on the nervous systems of children and adults can be devastating.  

3) Opening windows covered with lead paint rubs one window against another and the resulting dust contains dust.  This dust collects in window wells and can be blown into the house when the windows are open.

4) Lead from lead water mains and other plumbing fixtures.  There are fewer and fewer of these old pipes and fixtures around, but they’re still out there.  Your main water pipe typically enters your house through the front foundation wall.  If that pipe is old, gray, and you can scratch it with your fingernail, it’s a lead pipe and it should be replaced.  Not only will you improve the water quality, but water flow will probably improve dramatically as well.  Brass pipes can contain as much as 80% lead, and lead was also added to the solder used to connect sections of copper pipes until relatively recently.  To find out if your water has high levels of lead, have it tested by a lab (there are plenty in the phone book), its cheap. 

As of February 4, 2000, after completing a one day training class, homeowners are now able to de-lead their own properties and obtain lead paint abatement compliance certificates without hiring licensed professional deleading contractors.  This can save homeowners thousands of dollars since they can now scrape a limited amount of loose and unstable lead paint, apply an encapsulant according to strict guidelines, and replace windows, trim, and siding covered with lead paint as well. This, coupled with the current State income tax credit for the first $1500.00 of the cost of deleading, makes it easier than ever to make your home lead safe.  In fact there are many financial assistance programs available to assist homeowners with the cost of deleading their homes.  For more information, call the State Lead Program at 1 800 532 9571. 

Several cities nationwide and the state of Rhode Island have filed class action lawsuits against manufacturers of lead based paint.  The Massachusetts Attorney General’s Office has said publicly that it is watching those lawsuits carefully, but currently has no plans to join it.

Having your home tested for lead paint will generally cost several hundred dollars, but it is well worth the investment to protect you and your family from exposure to this environmental hazard.
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Low flow toilets

Archaeological excavations confirm the existence of sit-down toilets in Egypt dating to 2100 BC!  The toilet has come a long way from those humble beginnings to the establishment of the online toilet museum (www.toiletmuseum.com), which covers both the artsy and the… well, you know.  If someone out there has a photo of the old “troughs” at Fenway, please send it in to the folks at this site, it really belongs there. Male baseball fans will know exactly what I mean, you ladies should be glad if you don’t.

Toilets are a necessary part of everyone’s daily life, and most of us never give them a thought.  Like so many amenities, we don’t appreciate them till they’re gone.  In the past 10 years or so many people have replaced their old water wasting toilets with the new eco-friendly models only to find them unable to perform to the high standards set by the old water pigs.

You know the ones I mean, those new double flushers.  In 1995, the federal government passed a law requiring toilets to use no more than 1.6 gallons (3 liters) of water per flush.   You see some of the old toilets would use as much as seven gallons of water per flush-enough to wash a Tonka away!  Given the number of times a toilet is flushed every day, that translates to a lot of waste.  

According to a University of Arizona study, approximately 40 percent of all domestic water consumed in the U.S. is flushed down the toilet. One person using an 1950’s era  5.5 gallon flush toilet will use 13,000 gallons of fresh water per year to dispose of 165 gallons of body waste. That is why the 1.6-gallon toilets are now required in new construction and renovations nationwide. 

But at first, the design was imperfect and the 1.6 gallon rush of water from the tank occasionally wasn’t enough to clear the bowl.  Some people reasoned that if they had to flush the toilet 3 times to get the job done, then what good was this new hopper?  New designs followed and today, you’d have a tough time finding a new low-flow toilet that didn’t work just fine.  People are still reluctant to replace their old toilet for the new, more ecological models, but your old pal Jimmy is here to tell you they work just fine.  Be not afraid.  Some of these new models save enough water to pay for themselves in a year or two!  Lower water use and less wear on your septic system are reason enough to upgrade, but people who are on the MWRA system will really save some dough.

The cost of a new toilet ranges from $40 to $1400 for a real throne.  The high end models don’t necessarily work better, they simply have more modern designs and options like electric seat warmers (you think I’m kidding?), fancy-schmancy handles, varied bowl shapes and dimensions, and more colors than my old Crayola 64 pack.   There are composting toilets, toilets with electric grinders built right in, and those that deliver a spritz of perfume with every flush.  If you’re spending a lot of dough on a bathroom remodel, I suppose it makes sense to spend a few hundred on just the right make and model, but the only concern most of us have is: “Will it get the job done?”  From the low end, to the top of the line, the answer is: “Yes.” But don’t take my word for it, do a little research online before you buy.  Some models have a little better track record than others.

Just in case you think those grant-writers aren’t real writers, one study published in the Journal of Light Construction reportedly spent over a million dollars developing a suitable, lab quality substitute for real-life turds while studying the double-flusher phenomena.  They ultimately came up with something made of bean curd, that is, million dollar bean curd.  I fancy myself a decent writer, but there ain’t no way I could come up with a grant proposal looking for cash money to “discover” a man-made, I mean “laboratory-synthesized” poop.  Not when the real thing is in such great supply.  If you’re thinking about a career change, it’s something to consider.  And don’t get me started on those electric toilet seat warmers…

Attention Do-It-Yourselfer’s:  Think you know a thing or two?  Next time you’re online, treat yourself to a primer on the scientific study of toilets and their repair at: www.toiletology.com
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Mold
Writing home inspection reports can get boring after a while.  Most houses have the same 10-15 issues plus another 10 or 20.  After enough time in the business, it gets to where you feel like you’re saying the same things over and over again.  So I suppose I should be thankful when the latest “new thing” to come along gives me a new issue to write and talk about.  This year’s scare is: mold.

But it isn’t new.  Mold has been on this planet longer than us monkeys and it’s only now getting it’s 15 minutes of fame.  More and more of my clients are asking me about it and lucky for you, I have a few answers.  It turns out a good friend and colleague of mine named Jeff May is just about the world’s leading expert on the subject, and he’s been talking to us home inspectors about it for at least the past ten years.  In fact, he just wrote the definitive book on the subject entitle, “My House Is Killing Me”(available at www.myhouseiskillingme.com).  Required reading for asthmatics, people with allergies, and folks who are considering finishing their basement.

Like it or not, mold spores are commonly found in the air and we inhale them with every lungful.  Always have, always will.  They harmlessly land on just about everything in your house, too.  You can’t  completely eliminate them, you just have to keep them from growing into colonies large enough to make you ill.  All the spores need to grow is food and water, but they must have both.   Mold spores can feed on dust, food crumbs, soaps, paper, wood, and anything containing carbon, so you can’t eliminate their food sources in your home.  To prevent mold and mildew problems, you have to address the source of the moisture.  Stop the water and you’ll stop the mold.  

Common sources of the water are leaky pipes, leaky roofs, and leaky or damp basements.  Hiring a contractor to fix these problems is usually fairly straightforward, cleaning up the mold can be the tricky part.  Generally speaking, if part of your house or something in it gets moldy and it is making you sick, you should throw it out if you can.  If you can’t replace it, scrub it as thoroughly as you can with chlorinated bleach and water and keep it dry.  This works for every commonly found kind of mold.  It only gets complicated when the mold has been growing insides walls and floors for awhile.  The thing is, you have to get rid of it all, so it isn’t always possible to know how bad a problem is without ripping open walls.  No matter how minor the problem is, it should be addressed because all molds produce mycotoxins which can be toxic if inhaled or ingested by humans in large enough quantities.  If the mold isn’t making you sick now, it doesn’t mean it won’t later.  

There isn’t a whole lot more to it than that.  Lately on TV, we’ve been hearing about “toxic molds” that inhabit people’s houses, making the occupant’s sick.  You probably have a better chance of being struck by lightning than having a problem like that.  People’s sensitivity to mold varies from one end of the spectrum to the other.  A little mold in the basement doesn’t effect most of us.  However, if you think you might be having a negative reaction to your home environment, there is a wealth of information and resources at the web site I mentioned above.

Some home inspectors and others are capitalizing on the fear created by some of these true, but rare and sensational news stories. I get solicitations from mold testing labs almost weekly and they usually say start out with something like: “Make More Money!”  They test the house for the presence of mold (easy to find because the spores are almost everywhere) send the sample off to a lab and collect a fee.  There are probably no more than one or two dozen home inspectors in the country qualified to do this kind of testing properly and provide you with any meaningful information.  The rest haven’t any idea what they’re doing, so before you hire someone to test your house for mold I suggest you:

1st  Locate and eliminate the water source feeding the mold.

2nd Replace or thoroughly clean any moldy surfaces.

3rd  See if you feel better and the mold stays gone.  If not, 

4th  Carefully review the mold tester’s credentials before you hire them.

If you want to learn a little more about mold, check out the EPA’s new web site: 

www.epa.gov/iaq/molds/moldguide.html
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Myths

Everyone knows heat rises.  Actually, everyone says heat rises.  The fact is heat will travel toward cold in any direction.  Relatively warm air is lighter than cold air and it will rise under the right circumstances.  I thought I’d take this opportunity to dispel a few other myths and I’ll start with my all time personal favorite:

Heating systems that burn natural gas are clean and therefore need no servicing.  The truth is that there are no mechanical-combustion devices that don’t need servicing, period.  My own Dad neglected to have his gas fired boiler serviced for more years than he would admit to and I was there the day it was cleaned.  The inside of that boiler looked like it had been burning coal.  Most of the gas burning heating systems and water heaters I see are spilling some of the combustion products into the basement.  It isn’t because gas is any worse (or better) than other fuels, it’s because people don’t take care of them as well as they should.  A gas fired heating system should be thoroughly cleaned and serviced annually.  And the same is true for your gas fired water heater.

Doing it yourself saves time and money.

Performing repairs to your own home can be rewarding, but in the vast majority of cases the job would be done better, faster, and factoring in the value of your own time, cheaper to hire a pro.  Installing an exterior floodlight, for example, seems like an easy job to some, but do you really think your floodlight will be as safe, or work as well, or last as long as one installed by a good licensed electrician?  It won’t.  They know the applicable codes, have better tools, and have access to higher quality materials than you’ll find in a home store.  Not to say you can’t do it yourself, it’s just that in most cases, it makes good sense to hire it out.

New homes are stronger and better than old homes because they’re built “to Code”.

Let’s begin by defining our terms.  The Building Code is a set of minimum standards to which construction is supposed to conform.  Meeting the requirements of the Building Code is like getting a D- in school.  It’s a passing grade, but nothing to brag about.  Very few builders exceed the Code requirements anywhere in their structures (often because homebuyers fail to recognize the value in doing so), so most of the new homes being built today are just a 2x4 away from a failing grade.  I wrote this column within the confines of my 150+ year old house.  I wonder how many homes being built today will be here 150 years hence.  I’m willing to bet that most homes built in the 80’s boom won’t be.  (You can collect from my heirs if I’m wrong.)

Since the building commissioner signed off  on my new house, that means the house is perfect and meets every code requirement?

The city inspector’s job is far bigger than most people realize.  If you have some extra time on your hands, you should bake them some brownies and bring them down to the office.  These people would love to spend a few hours on every residential structure being built in their jurisdiction, but they don’t have the time or the personnel.  I’ll bet most residential homes being built in the Commonwealth have had a municipal inspector in them for fewer than 30 minutes in total.  That isn’t enough time to inspect the framing, let alone plumbing, electrical, HVAC, etc. Truly well built homes exceed the Code requirements, but those are few and far between.  Builders are expected to police themselves and some do a better job than others.  Don’t assume anything and if you have any questions or doubts, ask the building commissioner or hire a professional.

Old homes are better than new homes.  They just don’t build ‘em like they used to.

Walking across my dining room floor will make you reminisce of your schoolyard trampoline.  In many ways, it’s a good thing they don’t build ‘em  like they used to.  Another reason they don’t is because they burned down more frequently  in the old days too.  Houses are much like the people who live in them.  They are similar and unique, organized and disorganized,  young and old, some are in better shape than others, but they all have their issues.  There are no bad houses, only bad owners.  But all things considered, I’ll take an older (pre 1960) home every time.

Circuitbreakers and better then fuses.

They are more convenient, but not better and certainly not safer.  Fuses are safer than circuitbreakers because they have a much lower failure rate.  It seems counterintuitive, but go ask your electrician.  Fuseboxes come with their own set of issues, but they are inherently safer than circuitbreakers.
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Radon Gas

Many homebuyers include a Radon gas test in the list of tests and inspections they have performed on the house they intend to buy.  Some people have never heard of Radon, others think its just another one of those periodic scares we get from medical “experts” on television who might later tell us Radon is good for us and we need more of it in our homes.

There is no profile for homes that have Radon problems.  Homes with Radon problems are new and old, big and small, and located in every town throughout the U.S.  You can’t see it, taste it, or smell it, and since most people have heard little or nothing about it, many falsely assume it isn’t really a problem.  But is it? 

Living in a house with elevated Radon levels can result in a person developing lung cancer, but it usually takes a very long time.  Since people in this country move every seven years on average, it makes conclusive scientific studies on the effects of Radon difficult.  This lends itself to the lay person’s reluctance to take the problem seriously.

Radon (Rn) is number 86 on the Periodic Chart of Elements.  It is a naturally occurring radioactive gas that seeps out of rocks and soil at varying rates all over the world.  Outside air typically contains very low levels of Radon ( about 0.4 pCi/L), but it accumulates to higher concentrations inside buildings.  Studies show that between 10-14% of all lung cancer deaths in the United States can be at least partially attributed to Radon exposure.  Cigarette smokers are thought to have 15 to 20 times more risk from Radon exposure than people who have never smoked.  It is thought that perhaps one third of Radon-related lung cancer deaths could be avoided by reducing Radon in homes where it is above the action guideline level (4 pCi/L) to below the action levels recommended by the EPA.  You can learn even more about Radon by calling the Massachusetts Department of Public Health at (413) 586 7525, or check out the EPA’s Radon Web Page at: www.epa.gov/iaq/Radon


 

Weather conditions, time of day, and geologic shifts all affect Radon levels in a structure.  So the levels you found when you purchased your home ten years ago may not be the same as you are experiencing now.  Insulating, replacing windows and other energy efficient home improvements reduce your home’s natural ventilation which lowers fuel bills, but can also prevent Radon from escaping, resulting in higher indoor levels.

Since Radon is naturally occurring, it cannot be entirely eliminated from our homes.   I recommend that every homebuyer test their prospective homes for Radon. In order to test a home for Radon, every window in the house (not just the basement) must be closed for 12 hours prior to placing the canisters, and must remain that way for 48 hours after the canisters have been activated.   Continuous air monitors are a faster, more expensive, more accurate test, and provide quicker results.  Approximately 20-25% of homes in the United States have Radon concentrations above 4 pCi/L.  If high levels are found, it is recommended that a qualified professional be employed to reduce those levels with straightforward techniques, that rarely cost more than $1500, and often much less.

Some homes have either passive or active Radon mitigation systems installed already.  In this case, it makes good sense to test for Radon in order to make sure the system is functioning properly.  You might also call the firm who installed the system to learn more about it.

So you can see it is a real problem that can cause serious damage.  It is also a problem which is easy to test for and easy to cure.  So if you watch what you eat, try to exercise, and see your physician regularly, maybe you should have your home tested for Radon too.
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Rain Gutters and Ice Dams
Many people I come across (incorrectly) believe that having rain gutters on your house causes ice dams.  Since many houses without gutters still experience ice dams, we know this isn’t true, and there is a fair amount of data to back this up.  However, there are people who still swear that it is (there are still folks who believe the earth is flat, too).  Extensive research on the subject has exonerated rain gutters in this instance. We only get bad ice dams every five to seven years or so in this neck of the woods.  Some houses never get them.  If we get some significant snowfall followed by prolonged sub-freezing temperatures for a few days, the ice dam cometh.  Here’s how it works:  

You are trying to keep the interior of your home heated to 70(F or so, but heat is constantly escaping the conditioned portion of your home and entering your attic, no matter how much insulation you have.  If your attic isn’t properly vented, this heat accumulates and will eventually warm the underside of your roof until the flakes on the bottom of the “snow blanket” covering your roof begin to melt.  This snowmelt runs down the roof until it gets to the low edge.  This is where your roof overhangs the house, so the snowmelt is no longer being warmed by the attic, and it freezes.  After a while, the ice builds up (sometimes more than  a foot high), damming water behind it and creating those enormous icicles that look great on postcards, but are scary to walk beneath.  If the dam gets high enough, it will back water up under the roof shingles and stain the interior and exterior of your walls.  Because rain gutters and ice dams both occur in the same place, the gutters usually get the blame.

So what can you do?  First of all, make sure your attic is well insulated and well vented.  There should be at least one square foot of net free ventilation for every 300 square feet of attic floor area (you’ll need twice as much if your insulation has no vapor retarder).  The ventilation area should be balanced with ½ of the area at the ridge, and the other ½ at the soffit.  This should keep the house cooler in the summer months and will reduce the formation of the ice-dam in the winter months.  It can usually be achieved with a ridge and soffit vent system, but each home is unique.  Make sure clothes dryers and bathroom vent fans aren’t exhausting into your attic either.  They must be vented directly to the exterior.

Insulating is a little trickier, but essentially there should be insulation between every heated and unheated portion of your home.  The basement ceiling, all exterior walls and the attic floor should all be insulated.  When installing fiberglass batts, remember the vapor retarder should face the heated area (translation: paper to the warm side).  If there is insulation against the roof sheathing in your attic, it is working against you and should be removed.  It is counterintuitive, but your attic should be cold in the winter, preferably within 10(F of the outside air temp.  Insulating the roof sheathing will keep heat in the attic and make your home susceptible to future ice dams.

With your well-vented, well insulated attic comes other benefits!  The additional ventilation prevents the buildup of intense summer heat.  Attics can exceed 150(F in the summer.  When the attic is cooler, the roofing material will last longer.  And since you have a nice thick blanket of insulation between you and the attic, any heat that does build up in the attic, will stay there, leaving the house more comfortable.

If you are unlucky enough to experience an ice dam, by all means do not climb up on a ladder and hack away at it.  If you do, you are very likely to fall off the ladder and at the very least, you will damage the roof shingles.  The safest method of destroying an ice dam is to attach a garden hose to the drain cock at the bottom of your water heater.  Then standing in a safe spot (not on your snow and ice covered roof), spray hot water on the outside edge of the dam, melting a 12 inch wide hole in it, but be warned, when the dam melts, the icy water it once held back will come cascading off the roof, so stand to one side.  Better yet, hire someone competent to do it.

Installing warming cables on the roof’s low edges will also melt holes in ice dams, but that is a last resort in my opinion.  It is treating the symptom (ice dams), rather than the problem (lack of sufficient insulation and ventilation), but they are effective.  Some houses are going to get ice dams no matter how well insulated and vented they are.  In these cases, it makes sense to also install ice and water shield beneath the low roof edges and valleys.  This is the black rubbery membrane installed beneath the low roof edges and valleys in new roofs.  When ice dams form, water backs up beneath the shingles, hits the membrane, and runs right into the rain gutter.  It is a great product and one of the cheapest insurance policies going.

There are people who will maintain that ice dams are made worse by clogged gutters.  To which I respond: Then keep them clear!  I don’t believe that rain gutters effect ice dams in any way, but there are many good reasons to keep them clear.  Rain gutters are designed to collect roof drainage and carry it away from the house.  This prevents:

Rain water from washing down the exterior walls causing paint to peel, hastening wood decay, and causing leaks.  

Storm drainage being deposited onto the soil adjacent to the foundation which often seeps into the ground and saturates the soil that supports the foundation walls.  This causes the soil to lose compressive strength which results in settlement and cracking.  

The saturation of soil next to a foundation wall (particularly an old fieldstone one) is the primary reason people get water in the basement.  Collecting roof drainage and getting it to run away from the house is the key to a dry basement.

Damp soil at the foundation, which is one of the factors which attracts woodboring termites to your home.

Clogged downspouts which will cause wooden rain gutters to decay.

Properly installed and well maintained rain gutters and downspouts are an essential component in your home.  Keep them clear and well maintained at all times for maximum effectiveness.
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Staying Dry

Getting water to flow away from your house as quickly as possible is relatively easy and pays huge dividends.  In fact, no other home improvement project provides a bigger bang for your buck.

Here’s what it boils down to:

( If you don’t have rain gutters on every low roof edge, have them installed.  This is one of those times when a little creativity can go a long way.  Nine times out of ten, when gutters are installed, they are pitched high in the middle, and drain down toward each end.  Your downspouts are going to be located at the low points in the gutter.  If you have a driveway, patio, or walkway adjacent to the house, make sure the downspouts won’t be placed somewhere that will result in a tripping hazard or create an ice problem.

( If you have gutters, fix all leaks and clean them out at least once each year, more if you have a lot of overhanging trees.  If you have screens on your gutters, they require less frequent cleaning, but they still get dirty so if it’s been awhile, check them.

( Make sure that all of the water that comes out of the downspouts flows quickly away from the foundation.  If it doesn’t, then add extensions to the downspouts to make sure.

(Make sure that the soil next to the foundation is at least eight inches beneath the siding and is sloped away from the house at a pitch of at least 1:8 for a minimum of 12 feet.  With most homes, adding a little screened loam will do the trick, but some folks may need to employ a landscaper with a Bob-Cat for this one.  Do it.  It’s more than worth the effort.

(Trim (or hack) your shrubs back so there is about 3 feet of clearance between the house and the shrubs.  This air space is vital to allow the sun and wind help keep the area around your foundation dry.

Why go to all of this trouble you ask?  Because dampness on the outside of a house does all of the following and more:


1) It is an attraction for subterranean termites.

2) It will lead to increased dampness and seepage (and often mold and mildew) in the basement.


3) It will foster mildew growth on the exterior.


4) It will peel paint from the exterior and hasten its decay.

5) It can erode the soil which supports the foundation walls, which leads to structural settlements over time.

6) It annoys home inspectors.

It annoys us because it is causes so many problems and is normally so easy to fix.  But that’s no reason to fix it.  Get it right for the long term health of your family and your house.

Many people have elaborate, invasive, expensive French (freedom?) drain/sump pump systems installed for several thousand dollars without ever attempting the cheaper, easier, more effective solutions outlined above.  These expensive systems are sometimes necessary and usually keep the basement dry, but they do little or nothing to address the other five symptoms!  Doesn’t it make sense to try the easy, less expensive, more effective solutions first?  My father is fond of saying that if every house had good grading and drainage, home inspectors would quickly be put out of business.  Give it a try and let’s hope he’s wrong.

If you have a water problem in your basement, install good gutters and downspouts (with extensions), do some landscaping to ensure water flows away from your foundation, and run a dehumidifier in the summer.  I’ll bet this cures more than 80% of wet basements, and goes a long way toward curing the other 20%.   In addition you reduce your risk of getting termites, your basement will be drier, your paint will last longer, you will have eliminated a common source of foundation settlements, and you just might make your home inspector happy.
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Termites

Termites.  Simply mentioning the word makes people cringe.  Termites live in nearly every state in the union, they are very difficult to spot, and they want to eat your house.  So what is a poor homeowner to do? First of all relax.  Once you know a little bit about termites, you can take some common sense steps to lower the likelihood that termites will start eating your home.

Approximately 1 in 3 houses in this area will be damaged to some degree by termites, so its fairly common.  In fact, the total weight of all of the termites on Earth is estimated to be much greater that the total weight of all of the humans.  Our ancient hominid ancestors are believed to have eaten them.  Note to all dieters: termites provide 560 calories per 100 grams, and are rich in protein and amino acids.  The kind of termite found in New England lives in the soil and eats anything containing cellulose, the building blocks of wood.  Only the blind workers actually eat your house.  They bring the wood back to the nest to feed the ever-hungry colony, and they are constantly foraging for a new food source.

These beige colored bugs about the size of a grain of rice, are most often found anywhere wood is in close proximity to the ground.  They live in the soil and only leave the soil to eat.  If they have to travel a short distance between the soil and the wood, they build “shelter tubes” (also called mud tunnels) which will look like brown veins about 1 cm wide traveling up your foundation wall.  They live in colonies ranging in size from 60,000 to 1.5 million.  A colony of 250,000 can eat about one cubic foot of wood in a year. To reduce the likelihood of termites eating your home, keep the area around the house as light and dry as possible and maintain as much distance between any wood members attached to your house and the soil.  It’s as simple as that.

Over time they can do some expensive structural damage.  The problem is, it usually takes a trained eye to find them in your home, so if you’re concerned, hire an exterminator to inspect your home for damage.  If termites have damaged your home, you must:

Protect the structure.  This means treating the house in one of a few different ways.  The traditional soil treatment involves drilling ½ inch diameter holes in the basement floor slab every 12-18 inches or so and pumping a liquid termiticide into the ground.  A trench is dug in the soil on the exterior of the foundation and the termiticide is applied there as well.  In places where trenching is not possible, such as where a driveway abuts the house, or in the front masonry stairs, then ½” diameter holes are drilled and the chemicals are pumped in.

Another, newer method of treatment is a type of bait system.  Wooden stakes are placed inside dozens of plastic tubes on the perimeter of the property.  These stakes are checked by the exterminator regularly and when termites are found in a stake, the stake is replaced with a piece of wood that has been treated with a chemical that prevents termites from molting.  The termites feed this wood to the rest of the colony and most of the colony dies at the end of the year.  This can be used instead of, or in conjunction with the traditional treatment.  A good exterminator will offer both tools and help you decide what is best for your home.  Now you have to:

Define the extent of the damage and have it repaired. Termites and their damage is very difficult to find, so you should hire a contractor who is not only licensed, but who is familiar with termite damage.  The damage is usually the worst at their point of entry and they will follow the grain of the wood from there.  The most common places to find termite damage are, the structural sill behind the front stairs, wooden window sills and frames, garage door frames, and basement stair stringers.

Generally, when a house is properly treated, termites will stop eating it, but about 10% of the time, they come back.  Be sure to read and understand the exterminator’s guarantee.  In addition, you must be sure to keep all untreated wood members at least 6” from the soil and keep the area around the house as light and dry as possible.  Nothing brings termites faster than damp soil surrounding the house and untreated wood in contact with the soil.  For more information about termites and other household pests, visit the web site: www.yankeepestcontrol.com
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The Handyman Can….

The proliferation of handyman firms and franchises is on the rise and that’s a good thing.  Today people know less about the houses they live in than they used to.  I wasn’t around back then but folks who were tell me that fifty years ago, people produced more of their own food and clothing, and did many home and auto repairs themselves as well.  These days it’s the rare person who knows which end of a screwdriver to hold, so we’re hiring a lot more work out than we used to.   

My father grew up in the same house as his grandparents during and after the Depression.   My great grandfather, Denis Kenney was a great one for tools.  He landed in Malden, MA from County Roscommon and shoveled coal for most of his career until he turned 65 and he was promoted to a Fireman 1st class, which meant he tended the boilers at the coal yard.  Pa loved his garden and his workshop and spent most of his free time working  in one or the other.  They were his hobbies and two places he could sip whiskey in peace.

When he was about 10 years old, my Dad started doing chores, cutting grass, and other small jobs for other folks in his parish.  The way he tells it, it went something like: “Allan, could you come over and repair my fence?”  The budding young capitalist would reply: “No trouble at all Mrs. Breen, I’ll be over tomorrow.”  Then he’d run home and ask his grandfather to show him what to do.  Its not surprising that he’d grow up to be a civil engineer.
I don’t want to sound like an old crank (because I’m a young crank) but they don’t make kids like that any more. Shoot, most people I know can’t get their kids to mow their own lawn or shovel their own driveway, let alone do it for someone else.  Its been that way for a while now and those kids who don’t work with their hands grow into adults who can’t work with their hands.  It’s a pity too, because working with your hands is fun and rewarding.  Skeptical?  Come on over to my place this weekend and I’ll put you to work.  You’ll see.

So it is that the handyman has evolved into an industry.  I googled up 434,000 hits on the word “Handyman” including web sites filled with tips for the do-it-yourselfer, franchise opportunities, and sites that can locate a  handyman near you.  My favorite was www.rent-a-husband.com. At first I couldn’t imagine why women would want to hire these fellas to sit on their couch all weekend drinking beer and watching TV, but it turns out they are actually a handyman franchise.  See, even I learn something researching these columns.

Handymen are a jack of most trades, but master of none.  That’s important to remember.  They are a lower cost alternative to hiring licensed tradespeople for small jobs.  You don’t want to pay big bucks to have a finish carpenter come out to your house and refasten a loose door on your kitchen cabinets.  A handyman is perfect for that kind of thing.  They clean gutters, do a little painting, replace light switches, fix leaky faucets, and a pickup-truck-full of other little things the man of the house would have done 50 years ago.  It is important, however, for them to know their limits.  For example, nobody but a licensed electrician should be running new circuits in your electrical panel (and even a few of them don’t do it so well).  Consider this: you’re pretty good at your job, right?  Could someone with almost no training walk into your cube and do what you do?  Don’t let an unqualified, over-eager handyman fool with your home.  Make sure everyone is comfortable they understand the scope of the job and the experience of the workmen.  

I ‘m lucky to know a terrific handyman.  He’s a recently retired, skilled carpenter who isn’t ready to hang up his tool belt just yet.  He isn’t too busy to take on a  part-time project on short notice and is careful not to get into a situation he can’t handle.  He’s the kind of guy everyone would love to have working at their house for 2-3 days a year to fix all those little things that have been bugging you, but you’re too busy driving to soccer games to take care of-so I guard his name carefully.  If the word gets out about this guy, I’ll never be able to get a hold of him when I need him.
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 My Top Ten

Everyone who’s anyone has a Top Ten list, so why shouldn’t I?  I don’t know how they get soda into the can, I couldn’t find the cosine of an angle if you drew me a map, and I don’t know how to get my kids to pick up their toys, but after 15 years, I’ve learned a lot about houses: how to build ‘em, and how to wreck ‘em.  I’ve seen what works and I’ve seen what doesn’t.  So if you’re planning to build a house or addition, or you’re simply remodeling your existing house, here’s my top ten list of Do’s and Don’ts, in no particular order:

Don’t’s

1. Don’t install telephone jacks in the bathroom.

This started becoming common about 20 years ago.  Now, unless you have access to one of those buttons that are necessary to respond to a nuclear attack, you know you don’t receive any calls important enough to interrupt a trip to the bathroom.  And I think I speak for the rest of society when I tell you that we don’t want you to call us from the bathroom regardless of what you might be doing there, so what’s the point?

2. Don’t install cable TV jacks in the bathrooms.

Call me old fashioned, but I use the bathroom to perform a few necessary functions, then I leave.  If I want to watch the telly, I do it on my couch, and I have never seen a show I didn’t mind missing for a few minutes while answering nature’s call. Why are we trying to turn bathrooms into family rooms?  The fact that TV’s and VCR’s are commonly found in many new American cars, bathrooms, and nearly every kids’ bedroom makes me fear for the future of our species.

3. Don’t bother having a standard sized whirlpool bathtub installed.

I wouldn’t waste my money on a regular sized tub with jets in the sides.

People can spend a lot of money on these tubs and rarely use them, if ever.  Most homeowners I run into don’t even know how to operate them because nobody has time to sit in the tub anymore and  most tubs are too small for average sized adults anyway.  I say, if you’re going to have one installed, make it a big one that you could fit at least two people in.  Then, maybe you’ll make the time to soak in it. 

4. Don’t use fake materials.  

You know that waferboard stuff you see on the exterior walls of new houses that is supposed to be as good as plywood?  It’s called OSB, and it’s only just as good as plywood until it gets wet, then its as good as cardboard.  The reason you shouldn’t use it on roof and wall sheathing is because these exterior surfaces often get wet, and the OSB just doesn’t hold up.  Besides, last time I checked the price of lumber, substituting it for plywood ends up saving you less than a thousand dollars (usually only ½ that), and with the cost of homes these days it just isn’t worth it.  This stuff is fine for subflooring, but If I had my way, we’d keep it off the exterior surfaces.

That’s not to say all new materials are bad.  I really like the cement based clapboards currently on the market.  They look like wood, but they don’t pretend to be wood.  They are made of cement and will probably outlast any other building component in the house.  

While we’re on the subject, I also don’t like the melanine-coated particle board trim I’m starting to see a lot more of.  It looks great out of the box, cuts easily, and takes paint nicely, but it nicks and dents very easily.  If you have kids, or are planning to sell the house with someone with kids, my advice is: spring for real wood trim.

5. Don’t oversize heating equipment.

Make sure that whoever is installing your heating system has performed a thorough heat loss analysis on the structure first.  Most systems are sized by “eyeballing” the house and putting in a unit that the installer is absolutely sure will heat the house.  This typically results in a heating system that is oversized by a factor of two.  On the coldest day of the year, your system should run almost continuously.  Oversized systems mean you spent too much money on the equipment and installation, and your fuel bills will always be too high.  

6. Don’t assume anything.

The details you might have seen in the model home are not necessarily included in your house, so make sure you ask if it isn’t clear.  Most often you can get these extras put into your house for an additional charge, but you should be sure and check with the builder as early in the process as possible.  Changing your mind during the building process can be very expensive and frustrating for you and your builder.

7. Don’t sign a contract without getting to know your builder.

Builders are no different than people in every other profession.  There are the very good, the very bad, and the ones in-between.  The builder who supervises the folks working on your home will make the difference between your dream home, and a nightmare.  You should get to know him or her and if you’re not comfortable that the two of you are a good match, find a builder who suits you.  You’ll both be glad you did.

Do’s:

8. Do build with 2x6 walls instead of 2x4’s.

They are much stronger and can hold more insulation.  It’s worth it.

9. Do insist that the foundation should stick up past the finished grade as far as possible-18” at the bare minimum.

This is the number one best thing you can do to discourage termites (and other  serious problems).  The Massachusetts Building Code has a minimum required distance between the finished grade and the lowest wood members, but it is widely ignored.   Make sure the foundation sits nice and high and the soil slopes away from your house and you’ll be way ahead of the game.  This is one of those things that is pretty difficult to change once the house is complete.

10. Do get a professional, independent home inspection.

OK, so this sounds a little self serving.   People buying new homes today are typically spending $400,000 and up.  Doesn’t it make sense to spend several hundred dollars to have a knowledgeable professional evaluate the structure for you before you sign on the dotted line?  Nobody wants to hear bad news, and like it or not, that's just about all I sell.  Most buyers don’t really want to know what’s wrong with their new dream home, they’d rather assume everything is perfect.  Your builder isn’t eager to have some know-it-all inspector come in and Monday morning quarterback him either.  If there are real estate agents involved, they’d probably prefer that the purchase proceed as smoothly as possible too.  The truth is: I’ve never had anyone come up to me at an inspection and say: “Thank God you’re here, we’re all so eager to have you nit-pick this house for 3-4 hours!”   Its one of the reasons I still haven’t told my mother what I do for a living.  But the truth is, every defect I’ve ever found in a house can be fixed and most of them are fixed easily.  Why not address them right up front?

And if you ever run into my mother, don’t tell her I’m a home inspector –I don’t think she could take it.  She thinks I play piano in a brothel.

Each house tells a story.  We write ‘em down.


