How to Approach Flood Cleanup and Mold Growth
After Water Damage

Assessing the Damage Before You Start

When your basement floods or a pipe bursts, the first instinct is to grab a mop and start drying
everything out. But rushing into flood cleanup and mold prevention without a plan can make
things worse. Water soaks into drywall, baseboards, and carpet padding within minutes. If you
wait more than 24 to 48 hours before drying those materials, mold can start growing. | learned
this the hard way after a heavy spring storm overwhelmed my sump pump and left three inches
of standing water in my basement. | thought | could just dry it out with fans, but within a week |
smelled a musty odor and found black spots spreading on the lower third of the drywall.

Before you touch anything, put on an N95 respirator and rubber gloves. Mold spores become
airborne the moment you disturb wet surfaces. The CDC recommends wearing at least an N95
mask during any cleanup involving standing water because of the bacteria and mold that thrive
in flood conditions. Also, make sure the power is off in any flooded area before you go in with a
wet/dry vacuum or a pump. Water and electricity do not mix, and a live outlet submerged under
a few inches of water can kill you.

Water Removal and Drying

The first step in any flood cleanup and mold prevention strategy is removing the standing

water. A sump pump is best for deep water in a basement, but if you do not have one, a
wet/dry vacuum from Lowe's or Home Depot will work for shallow puddles. | borrowed a Shop-
Vac from a neighbor and made multiple trips to empty it into a floor drain. After the visible
water is gone, you need to dry the structure itself. This means opening windows if the outdoor
humidity is low, running dehumidifiers, and pointing fans at wet walls. A dehumidifier is
essential in humid climates because it pulls moisture out of the air that would otherwise feed
mold growth. | ran two dehumidifiers non-stop for three days and still had to replace the
bottom two feet of drywall.

Anything porous that got wet and cannot be thoroughly dried within 48 hours should be thrown
out. That includes carpet, padding, upholstered furniture, and paper-backed drywall. | tried to
save a sofa by drying it with fans, but the musty odor never went away, and | later found hidden
mold growing inside the cushions. Non-porous items like metal, glass, and hard plastics can be
cleaned and disinfected. Do not assume that drying alone kills mold. Mold can lie dormant on
dry surfaces and regrow when moisture returns.


https://moldremovalboston.org/

Cleaning Surfaces the Right Way

Once the area is dry, you have to clean every surface that touched floodwater. This is where
many people reach for bleach. The EPA does recommend bleach for killing mold on hard, non-
porous surfaces, but it is not a miracle cure. Bleach cannot penetrate porous materials like
wood or drywall, so it only kills surface mold while leaving roots alive inside. On wood studs
and subflooring, | switched to a solution of white vinegar and water. White vinegar is acidic
enough to kill many mold species on wood surfaces without the toxic fumes of bleach. For
stubborn spots, | used a HEPA vacuum to capture loose spores before scrubbing.

A HEPA vacuum is different from a regular shop vacuum. Standard vacuums blow fine
particles back into the air, which spreads mold spores throughout your home. A HEPA vacuum



traps those particles. | borrowed one from a friend who does water damage restoration work,
and the difference was immediate. After vacuuming the affected walls, the air smelled cleaner
and | stopped coughing. If you are doing this yourself, wear your N95 respirator the entire time
and open windows for ventilation.

Dealing with Hidden Mold

Sometimes you do not see mold until you tear out the wet drywall. That is what happened to
me. Behind the baseboard, black mold had already colonized the back side of the drywall and
the wooden studs. This hidden mold is common after basement flooding because water wicks
up through the paper facing of the drywall. The Boston Public Health Commission warns that
hidden mold can cause allergic reactions and respiratory problems even if you do not see it. If
you smell a musty odor but cannot find the source, check behind baseboards, under cabinets,
and inside wall cavities.

For treating hidden mold on wood framing, | applied a borate solution. Boric acid is a natural
fungicide that soaks into wood and prevents mold from regrowing. You can buy a borate
powder at Home Depot and mix it with warm water. Spray it on the exposed studs and let it dry
before you close the wall back up. Do not use bleach on wood because the water in the bleach
solution can actually raise the grain and provide more surface area for mold to attach to later.
Boric acid is safer and more effective for structural lumber.



When to Call a Professional

There is a limit to what a homeowner can safely handle. If the flooded area is larger than about
10 feet by 10 feet, or if the water came from a sewage backup, you should consider hiring a
mold remediation company. Sewage water contains pathogens that require professional-grade
disinfectants and containment procedures. OSHA has guidelines for mold remediation that
include wearing full-face respirators and disposable coveralls, and setting up negative air
pressure to prevent spores from spreading to the rest of the house. Most homeowners do not
have that equipment.

Also, if you have a pre-existing health condition like asthma or a compromised immune
system, do not attempt major flood cleanup and mold remediation yourself. The Boston Public



Health Commission recommends that vulnerable individuals leave the cleaning to
professionals. A professional mold remediation team will use HEPA vacuums, commercial
dehumidifiers, and EPA-registered fungicides that are stronger than anything you can buy at the
hardware store. They will also test the air quality after the work is done to make sure the spore
count is back to normal.

Preventing Mold After the Cleanup

Once the water is gone and the mold is treated, you need to keep the area dry. This means
fixing the source of the water intrusion. In my case, | replaced the old sump pump with a more
powerful model and added a backup battery-powered pump in case the power goes out during
a storm. | also installed a dehumidifier with a continuous drain hose so it runs automatically
whenever the humidity rises above 60 percent. The EPA recommends keeping indoor humidity
between 30 and 50 percent to prevent mold growth.

Check your gutters and downspouts to make sure water is draining away from the foundation.
If you have a basement, consider applying a waterproof sealant to the interior walls. These
steps will not only protect your home from future water damage but will also save you from
repeating the entire flood cleanup and mold removal process. Trust me, once is enough.



Quick Checklist for After a Flood

e Wear an N95 respirator and gloves before entering the area.

Remove standing water with a sump pump or wet/dry vacuum.

Run dehumidifiers and fans for at least 48 hours.

Cut out and discard wet drywall, insulation, and carpet.

Clean hard surfaces with white vinegar or a borate solution.

Flood cleanup and mold prevention is not a one-day job. It takes patience, the right tools, and a
willingness to throw away things that cannot be saved. But doing it right the first time means



you will not be dealing with a mold problem a few months later. And if the job feels too big,
there is no shame in calling a professional. Your health and your home are worth it.



