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Module 13: Inspecting the foundations & 
walls 
 

Module Objectives 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. How to inspect the foundations and walls for settlement and other movement 
cracks. 

2. Inspecting for damp damage and diagnosing causes. 
 

Module at a glance: 
 

Topic You will learn 
Inspecting foundations and masonry walls 
for cracks 

- To understand “settlement 
- Diagnose the cause of cracks 

 
Different types of damp  - About: 

- Rising damp 
- Penetrating damp 
- Condensation 
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Inspecting the exterior walls and visible foundations 
 
The exterior of any home is slowly deteriorating and aging. The sun, wind, rain and 
temperatures are constantly affecting it. The job of the home inspector is to inspect the 
building’s walls and any exposed sections of the foundations. Check the condition of all 
exterior materials and look for developing patterns of damage or deterioration. 
 
Foundation walls in residential buildings are usually made of masonry and should be 
inspected for cracking, deterioration, moisture intrusion and structural adequacy.  
 
Foundation movement 
 

 
 
Foundation or floor slab settlement is usually the result of the shifting or compaction of the 
underlying soil.  This can be due to inadequate foundation footings, necessary to counter 
the problem soils on which the house has been built.  Remember that most of the towns 
and cities in South Africa are located in problem soil areas – usually either expansive soils 
(clay) or collapsible soils (sandy).  (Review the SAHITA Module on Problem Soils).  
Foundation or slab settlement can also be the result of construction on non-virgin 
(previously disturbed) soil or backfill.  Improper construction methods or design defects 
account for many forms of foundation movement. Many cases of settlement are caused by 
a contractor over-excavating for the foundation footing and then improperly backfilling.  
 
Most houses in South Africa experience some degree of settlement within the first few 
years after construction; however, in most cases this movement is not structurally 
significant.  
 
Settlement cracks most often develop in the foundation or floor slab, masonry, plastered 
surfaces of walls and ceilings. Small or hairline cracks are often due to minor settlement, or 
thermal movement (expansion and contraction), or as a result of changes in the content of 
construction materials, rather than significant foundation movement. Some cracks are 

Definition… 
Settlement is the downward movement of a building (or building 
components) to a point below its original position.  
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caused by seasonal movement – for instance clay soils which move as they dry out. 
 
In severe cases of foundation movement, operational problems with windows and doors 
may be seen. If a window or door frame is so distorted that the window or door no longer 
opens or closes, then foundation movement can be suspected.  Plumbing lines or 
mechanical equipment can also be affected.  
 
Although every situation is different, a crack is generally considered to be of a structural 
nature when it approaches or exceeds 5mm in width. (Review the SAHITA module on the 
NHBRC and its definition of the severity of cracks).  Smaller cracks may also be a concern, 
particularly if there are multiple cracks; however they may be shrinkage cracks, which rarely 
warrant concern.   Shrinkage cracks in plaster and concrete result when the surface of the 
mortar or concrete dries out too fast. 
 
Settlement that occurs strictly due to normal (or slight) soil compaction, generally reaches a 
point of stability. This explains why in some cases, even what is considered a substantial 
crack might not necessarily be indicative of an on-going or future concern.  
 
New or enlarging cracks in an existing structure, are more likely an indication of a 
potentially serious structural issue.   Home owners are able to monitor existing cracks for 
movement.  A home inspector who is only on site for a short period obviously cannot do 
this, but the inspector should be able to determine with reasonable certainty, whether the 
crack is old (previous movement) or new (current movement).  Old cracks will have worn 
crumbling edges; new cracks will expose a new surface and usually have sharp edges. 
 
With expansive clay soils, foundation movement may not just appear as settlement, but 
also as “heaving”. Clay soil can shrink or swell with the seasons due to changes in soil 
moisture levels. This in turn causes cyclic foundation movement, and an increased chance of 
significant damage occurring to the foundation or other components of the house.   The 
best way to counter such movement, is to ensure that the foundation footings are designed 
strongly enough to withstand the anticipated soil movement. 
 
Homes built in areas with expansive clays need continual monitoring and maintenance of 
soil moisture, to ensure relative uniformity around the perimeter of a house. The lack of a 
ground cover, uneven lawn watering practices, changes in subsurface water level, and other 
factors can lead to uneven drying out of the soil. If this happens, unless the foundation was 
designed specifically for such conditions, settlement will occur.  
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Conversely, if the soil becomes saturated and swells, upheaval of the foundation can occur. 
This may be due to a shift from a period of dry, to wet weather, over-watering of 
foundation plantings, or plumbing leaks.  
 
Foundation concerns need to be evaluated by a qualified specialist. In some cases, long-
term monitoring, soils studies, and borings may be required to determine the cause and 
necessary corrective measures.  
 

Diagnosing wall cracks and other problems 
 
Inspectors should look out for: 
 

 Mortar joint condition  
 Loose or crumbling bricks  
 Misdirected downpipes  
 Overflowing gutters  
 Horizontal cracks  
 Vertical cracks  
 Step cracks  
 Untreated wood in contact with soil  
 Prior repairs  
 Sagging lintels  
 Missing or obstructed weep holes  
 Missing or improperly installed flashing  
 Too few weep holes 

 
Vertical cracks 
 
A vertical foundation crack could be due to serious settlement if it is significantly large or 
possesses signs of on-going movement.  If the cause is shrinkage, it is of less concern than if 
the cracks are a result of settlement.  Shrinkage cracks are the result of incorrectly mixed or 
incorrectly cured mortar. 
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Diagonal cracks 
 
Diagonal cracks which grow in width, especially ones that are wider at the bottom than at 
the top, indicate settlement.  Diagonal cracks over windows indicate a weak header.  
Diagonal cracks in a poured concrete foundation which are fairly uniform in width or 
hairline, are caused by shrinkage and, though they may allow water entry are not a 
structural defect.  
 
"V"s heave and pyramids fall 
 
Two cracks that form a "V" indicate heaving, especially if accompanied by crushed mortar 
joints.  Two cracks that form a pyramid indicate settlement or drooping, in the middle. 
 
Horizontal cracks below the slab  
 
Horizontal cracks are not caused by settlement, yet can still be a cause for concern.  
Horizontal cracking is caused by pressure on the outside of the foundation wall, below 
grade (“grade” is the level of the outside ground where it abuts the walls).  Most often the 
cause is improper backfilling, but expansive soil and frost are also possible causes. 
Horizontal cracks are often accompanied by lateral displacement (one side of the crack is 
pushed in (or out) further than the other side).  In time, and depending on conditions, 
the wall may begin to bow in and even collapse.    
 
Active crack indications 
 
The crack has been patched and opened up again. The edges of the crack in brick are sharp, 
not rounded with time.  There is no dust or debris inside the crack. The wall is painted, but 
no paint inside the crack. The longer a crack has been there the less of a structural issue it 
is. 
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Cracks that follow mortar joints 
 
Some home inspectors think that if the crack follows the mortar joint, rather than 
going through the brick or block, the crack isn't a problem.  This is false.  Walls crack at their 
weakest link.  If the mortar is stronger than the brick it will crack at through the brick.   
 
Cracks caused by roof movement 
 
If the roof timbers are not correctly braced, or inadequately secured to the wall plate, then 
roof movement in windy conditions may result in cracking high up on the walls – often just 
below the cornices on the interior walls. 
 
Weep holes 
 
Weep holes (where there are cavity walls) should have been placed at least every 1m along 
the damp proof course at slab level.  The purpose of weep holes is to provide ventilation 
and prevent condensation within the cavities of exterior cavity (double brick skin) walls.  
Weep holes which are blocked or which do not extend right down to the slab, may result in 
condensed water pooling along the slab, resulting in horizontal cracks or rising damp. 
 
Cavity walls with weep holes are only mandatory in the damp Cape Condensation Coastal 
Area.  Inland double skin collar jointed walls are the norm. 
Damp issues 
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Inspectors should look at all masonry surfaces for efflorescence  (“efflorescence” is salt 
deposits on masonry or concrete caused by leaching water).   Check painted surfaces for 
peeling, blistering, efflorescence and mould.  All wood elements should be checked for 
fungal and insect infestation. Check around all window and door trim for signs of 
deterioration. 
 
A comprehensive home inspection will involve the use of a moisture meter to determine 
the presence of active damp areas.  Refer to the SAHITA Module on Home Inspection Basics. 
 
Damp is a common problem, especially for houses within the winter rainfall areas in South 
Africa, sometimes causing serious deterioration of masonry and woodwork, as well as 
unsightly marks on carpets, walls and ceilings. It is also well documented that damp in 
homes impacts negatively on the health of those living in the home.  
 
Damp damage can occur in any South African home:   Major causes of damp are: 
 

 Roof leaks 
 Water penetration of masonry through the tops of parapet walls, window sills and 

around apertures (windows and doors) 
 Plumbing problems 
 Poor ventilation 
 Failed or absent damp proof courses 

 
Most damp can be fixed if the source of the damp is accurately identified, and appropriate 
action is taken.  Damp proofing may not need a specialist. Often a bit of detective work 
around the house will determine a cause, and there are several simple measures that can 
remedy damp.  
 
The main causes of damp are: poor maintenance; sub‐standard building practices, 
condensation and old, failing materials. The home inspector should be able to recognize 
three types of damp:  
 

 Rising damp;  
 Penetrating damp; 
 Condensation. 
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Rising damp 
 
There are many causes of rising damp in masonry walls. Rising damp is particularly common 
in old buildings.  A common cause could be deterioration of the damp-proof course (DPC) 
used, or incorrectly installed, absent or ineffective DPC.  
 
For instance, in many old buildings, natural slate was used as a DPC. After many years of 
structural pressure, the slate might have decomposed. Another possible cause could be 
where old timber floors have been replaced with new concrete floor slabs, without taking 
appropriate steps to ventilate or raise the existing DPC. Or rising damp could simply occur 
as a result of the ground level outside being built up higher than the DPC level in the wall. 
 

 
 
 
Rising damp is caused by water soaking up from the grounds through porous masonry 
materials, into the floors and walls of the structure.   It is called “rising damp” as it is caused 
by moisture being drawn up through the wall from the damp ground below. This is also 
referred to as capillary action, or “wicking”.  
 
The reason that rising damp does not go higher than about 1200mm is because once this 
height is reached, the weight of water becomes too much for the capillary action to be able 
to draw it any higher.  
 
Rising damp manifests as discoloration, efflorescence (salt deposits) and water stains on the 
walls or in the carpets. Internal walls can feel damp and cold to the touch. Any wall in 
contact with the ground can suffer from rising damp.  This means that interior walls and 
floor slabs can also be candidates for rising damp if there is no effective DPC (plastic) 
underneath the slab or interior wall. 
 
 
 
 

Important… 
Certain paint-on coatings might provide a temporary, superficial fix, but 
generally the moisture content in the wall will eventually penetrate the 
coating, or even rise a little higher up the wall. Therefore, before 
attempting to repaint these walls, the cause of the rising damp must be 
investigated and suitably addressed. 
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Rising damp: What to look for 
 
The damp proof course (DPC) may be compromised, providing a route for the moisture to 
get past the DPC.   
 
Examples of this might be soil in a flower bed which is too high along the wall, or a patio 
which has been laid too high, and without due consideration for the DPC. 
 
In some instances, the DPC may have broken down, or where there has been some 
movement causing the DPC to fail. Once this has happened, the water can be drawn up into 
the brickwork above. In some very old properties, there may be no DPC at all. 
 
The correct procedure for dealing with a broken DPC, or no DPC, is to either fit a new 
section of DPC by removing and replacing masonry units,  or by installing a chemical barrier 
– chemical damp-proofing. 
 
With chemical damp proofing,  the contaminated plaster is first removed and then holes, 
usually between 10‐12mm in diameter, are drilled either into the mortar joints or via the 
bricks or stones and the chemical is injected using a high pressure pump (liquids), or low 
pressure hand pump or skeleton gun (creams, pastes and gels). The chemicals spread 
through the damp masonry, over a period of several months, to join up and form a 
continuous water repellent layer.  The area is then re-plastered with a suitable admixture 
added to the plaster. 
 
Correcting rising damp is a job best left to specialists in the field. 

 
Penetrating damp 
 
Penetrating damp is caused by building or plumbing failure, resulting in water entering the 
masonry.  

 

Please note… 
If the cause of penetrating damp is roof leaks, or wall cracks, then 
symptoms will usually only occur during or shortly after wet weather.  
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When plumbing pipes in the walls or floors leak then the damage may be either “creeping” - 
as when there is a tiny leak in a hidden pipe, or swift as in a burst pipe.   
 
Roof leaks affect roofs, ceilings, light‐fittings and walls. A watermark might appear, and 
grow if the water continues to enter. If not fixed, plaster and ceilings may start to perish. 
 
Penetrating damp can sometimes also be caused by gutter or roof problems, which have 
allowed rainwater to spill onto and saturate areas of wall. Penetrating damp is most 
frequent in older homes, which have solid walls. A more recently built house with cavity 
walls, offers more protection and is less likely to suffer from this type of defect.  
 
Penetrating damp can be tricky to pin‐point, and often may require expert help. 
 
Penetrating damp: What to look for 
 
The inspector should check that gutters and downpipes are unobstructed and that the 
gutters do not leak – old, failing gutters need replacement.  Make sure window and door 
frames are properly sealed. Be sure to check underneath window sills, as there should be a 
drip groove to shed rainwater, before it runs back against to the house wall. If this drip 
groove is blocked with moss, dirt or cement, clear it completely. 
 
Check for cracks in the walls (especially the tops of parapet walls) which can let in water, 
and repair with suitable filler or with acrylic membrane (parapet walls). An exterior 
waterproofing sealant can be used if the exterior brickwork has become porous (e.g. face 
brick walls). This sealant will give the wall a new water‐resistant skin. 
 
Thoroughly check the roof for damage to sheeting, or cracked or displaced tiles and for 
damage to the waterproofing around chimneys, facers and bargeboards.  
 
Plumbing failure within the wall or floor, often requires specialist equipment to locate the 
problem. Once found, it is necessary to chop open the pipe and replace the section that is 
leaking. 
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Condensation 
 
Condensation differs from rising and penetrating damp in that it's caused by excessive 
moisture that cannot escape from the property, rather than from water coming into the 
property.  
 
Insufficient ventilation can cause condensation, which then creates moisture in the air 
(perhaps invisible). Consistently using heaters or dryers to dry clothes and not opening 
windows, and repeated hot showers in a bathroom with inadequate ventilation, are 
common causes. Mould may appear on walls, ceilings, furniture and even curtains. There is 
usually a strong musty smell present and, unlike the other types of damp, condensation is 
largely caused by the inhabitants of the property, rather than problems with the actual 
building. 
 
Condensation: What to look for 
 
Reduce the condensation by increasing cross ventilation in the room.  This can be done by 
installing a new window or opening existing windows more frequently; using a humidifier to 
suck up the moisture, or a strong fan are also solutions.  
 
A mixture of hot water and bleach will wash off mould/mildew from excessive 
condensation. Failing this there are many proprietary products available. 
 
It is always better to fix damp as soon as it appears. Damp is damaging and it is unlikely that 
the problem will ever go away without intervention.  
 
 

 
 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this 
module before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make 
yourself with the information presented in this Module the better you 
will be as a professional home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas 
of this module before and during the open book online test.  
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