A crawl space should be boring. Dry soil, still air, wood that looks the same year after year. When it is not,
problems travel upward. Floors dip, walls crack, the house smells musty after rain, and energy bills creep higher.
Homeowners often reach for two fixes that sit side by side but follow different rules: crawl space encapsulation
and foundation repair. Done correctly, they reinforce each other. Done in the wrong order, or with mismatched

expectations, they waste money and can even trap problems where you cannot see them.

| have crawled under enough houses to know this work is never one size fits all. Soil changes from block to block.
A beam splice from 1978 might sit an inch shy of true. Downspouts may dump 400 gallons of roof runoff beside
a vent. That nuance matters. Before you start collecting quotes for basement crawl space encapsulation or
searching foundation repair near me, it helps to understand the three things that shape a good outcome:
diagnosis, sequencing, and scope. These are not slogans. They are the practical steps that keep you from buying

a white liner over a moving target.

1. Diagnose structure and water first, in that order

Encapsulation controls air and moisture. Foundation repair corrects movement. If the structure is still shifting,
sealing the crawl space does not stop it, and the crisp vapor barrier only hides the evidence. Reputable
contractors begin with a structural assessment, then a water assessment. Homeowners can get 80 percent of the

way to clarity with a flashlight, a level, and a notepad.

Structural movement, in crawl spaces and basements, shows up as patterns. Sagging floors telegraph across
hardwood seams and squeaky thresholds. Doors that swing shut by themselves often line up with a low girder. In
pier and beam houses, a common failure is crushed or undersized pads under intermediate supports. | once
measured a midspan beam drop of three quarters of an inch over 16 feet caused by two cinder blocks sitting on
uncompacted fill. The homeowner had mold on the joists and wanted to encapsulate. We lifted and re-supported
first, then encapsulated. Two years later the floors were still flat, and the liner was intact, not stretched or wrinkled

by movement.

Cracks speak too, though not all cracks are equal. Thin hairlines in plaster can be seasonal. Wider stair-steps in
brick or block, especially ones you can fit a nickel into, point to settlement or heave. Doors racking out of square,
drywall cracks running from window corners, and gaps opening where baseboards meet flooring can triangulate
which part of the foundation is moving. A simple six foot level or a laser can map floor elevation changes. If you
find persistent lows along one line of the house, you probably have a load path issue to solve before you

encapsulate.

Water behaves just as predictably. Nearly every wet crawl space | see traces back to one or more of the same
culprits. Downspouts that discharge within five feet of the foundation. Soil or mulch sloped toward the house.
Short overhangs paired with heavy weather on the windward side. A nearby hill that sheds ground water into the
yard. In a few regions, a high water table or a perched lens of clay will keep the crawl space damp even in August.
Fixing water at the exterior is the cheapest moisture control you will ever buy. Extending downspouts to daylight,
cutting a clean swale, or adding a simple French drain can drop crawl humidity by 10 to 20 percentage points

without touching the interior. When exterior measures cannot keep up, interior drainage and a sump are next.

Basement waterproofing plays into this too. Split-level homes and walkout basements often share water behavior
with their crawl counterparts. If the basement leaks at floor-wall joints, the crawl is rarely better. Coordinate both
areas. A continuous interior drain and sump that spans the basement wall and the crawl curtain wall is more

reliable than piecemeal work.



Before you make a call, gather a few specifics. Contractors take you more seriously when your notes read like

symptoms, not vibes, and you will get tighter proposals instead of guesswork.

® A short pre-call checklist:

* Floor readings at several points with a level or a simple phone level app, noting low spots and by how much.
* Photos of any cracks, with a coin or tape for scale, and a sketch of where they are.

® Crawl humidity readings if you have a hygrometer, plus any seasons when odors spike.

* Downspout lengths and discharge points, and a quick check of yard slope within 10 feet of the house.

* The age of the house, any known prior foundation repairs near that area, and whether you have a vapor

barrier now.

Those five items compress a lot of truth into a short conversation. If a company cannot engage with that data, or

tries to sell a liner without asking about structure and drainage, keep looking. Good teams talk sequence first.

2. Sequence repairs so your encapsulation protects, not hides

There is a right order to crawl space encapsulation when foundation repairs are in play. The sequence is not
complicated, but it is unforgiving if you get it backwards. Tackle structure, manage liquid water, then lock down

vapor and air. Leave room for inspectors and future work.

Start with the supports. If your plan includes helical piers under footings, new pads, or adjustable steel jacks
under a girder, do that work before any membrane goes in. Lifting or stabilization shifts loads, so joists and
beams move a little as the structure finds its new normal. If you encapsulate first, that movement wrinkles and
pulls at the liner, opening seams and creating pockets where condensation can form. The same logic applies to
wall anchors or carbon fiber straps on block walls in a partial-basement, partial-crawl layout. Structural

reinforcement first, then finishes.

Next, address liquid water. If you can solve it outside with grading and downspout extensions, it is almost always
worth it. Inside the crawl, a perimeter trench with washed stone and perforated pipe to a sealed sump basin is
standard when ground water persists. Where basements meet crawl spaces, the drain should be continuous

under the dividing curtain wall. Pay attention to discharge. A sump that pumps 30 feet to daylight or ties into a

proper storm line is far better than one that dumps near a corner flowerbed.

Only then should you encapsulate. A full encapsulation creates a continuous vapor and air barrier over soil and

up the walls, sealed to piers and penetrations. Done right, it cuts ground vapor, isolates the space from outdoor



air swings, and gives you a clean service area for HVAC and plumbing. Material choices matter. A 10 mil
reinforced polyethylene can work in moderate conditions, but | lean toward 12 to 20 mil in most climates. The
verticals, especially on rough block, benefit from either a heavier sheet or a separate wall membrane with
mechanical fastening. Tape alone does not hold on dusty masonry. Use compatible butyl or acrylic tapes for
seams, polyurethane sealant at transitions, and mechanical fasteners with termination bars at the top of the wall.
Leave a termite inspection gap where required by code or local practice, usually 2 to 3 inches of exposed

masonry at the top. In termite heavy regions, that gap keeps your pest company and your insurer happy.

Dehumidification is the other half of the story. Encapsulation without active drying is a coin flip in humid climates.
A dedicated crawl space dehumidifier sized for the square footage and ceiling height, set around 50 percent
relative humidity, will keep wood moisture content in the safe zone. Oversizing does not help if the unit short
cycles. Undersizing means it never catches up in July. If your HVAC already conditions the crawl, you may need
only a small unit for peak loads, but do not rely on supply leaks or door gaps as a plan. Measure and plan for

about 0.5 to 1 air change per hour of dehumidification capacity in warmer months.

Vents raise a common question. Old advice said to open them in summer and close in winter. Encapsulation flips
that. You seal them, then meet the code requirement for ventilation by conditioning the space, typically with a
dehumidifier or a small supply from the HVAC. Where combustion appliances live in the crawl, confirm you have
adequate combustion air and that flues draft correctly. Sealing down a crawl that once supplied a water heater
with air can create backdraft risks. | have walked away from encapsulating a crawl with a 1980s atmospheric water
heater until the owner upgraded to a sealed combustion unit. Safety first, and the indoor air quality improves as a

bonus.

Think about access and future trades. Plumbers and electricians inevitably need to get in later. A hard-won,
perfectly taped seam at the entry will be cut open if there is no framed hatch or sacrificial flap. Install a rigid door
with weatherstripping, and, if the grade allows, a gravel or concrete pad outside to keep mud from getting
tracked in. Inside, add a simple service path of foam board or plastic slats so knees and tools do not abrade the

liner.

Material selection earns its own quick comparison, since the market is crowded with lookalikes. Thicker is not

always better if the adhesive system is poor, and thin but reinforced can outperform a cheap heavy sheet.

e Common encapsulation materials, in brief:
* 10 mil reinforced polyethylene: budget friendly, fair puncture resistance, acceptable for low traffic areas.

* 12 to 20 mil reinforced liner: better tear resistance, holds seams well with proper tape and sealant, my default

in mixed climates.

e Wall-only membranes with dimpled back: good on damp block, give a capillary break before the termination
bar, pair well with 12 to 20 mil floor.

* Closed cell foam board at walls: adds R value and a clean fastening plane, avoid foam below grade if termites

are a concern without a treated product or inspection gap.

* Unreinforced thin plastic: cheap sheeting that rips around piers, skip it for anything beyond a temporary

ground cover.

One more sequence note that beginners miss. If you need spray foam for rim joists or small gaps, apply it after
the liner is up and sealed to the wall, not before. Foam behind the liner will not adhere well, and it makes future
repairs messy. At the rim, a careful bead of sealant and a cut foam panel or a two part foam kit seal air leaks

without gluing the structure to the membrane.

3. Know the scope, costs, and red flags before you sign



Pricing varies with region, access, and scope, but there are patterns. For a straightforward crawl space
encapsulation job without serious structural work, you might see ranges such as 5 to 9 dollars per square foot for
materials and labor on the liner, plus 1,500 to 3,000 dollars for a quality dehumidifier and condensate handling.
Add 2,500 to 5,000 dollars for a basic interior drain and sump in a small to mid sized crawl, more if concrete
cutting is required in a basement section. Foundation repairs themselves span widely. A couple of adjustable
posts united structural systems foundation experts near me and new pads might run 1,200 to 3,000 dollars. Helical
pier stabilization on one corner could be 4,000 to 10,000 dollars or more depending on soil and loads. If
someone quotes a shockingly low package for foundation repairs near me or foundations repair near me ads
suggest a liner and a jack for less than a few grand, expect shortcuts.

The contract should spell out thickness and type of liner, sealing methods, whether walls are insulated and with
what, and how piers are wrapped. It should mark where termination bars go and include a detail for the termite
gap if applicable. If your market requires a permit and inspection for foundation repair or for adding a sump
discharge, those should be included. If radon is a concern in your county, the encapsulation can be prepped to
double as a sub-membrane depressurization system by adding a stubbed suction point that a mitigator can tie

into. That is inexpensive to rough in and saves headaches later.

Warranties deserve scrutiny. A lifetime warranty that covers only the plastic, not the seams or humidity control, is
not worth much. Reasonable coverage looks like 15 to 25 years on materials and 5 to 10 on workmanship, with
the understanding that dehumidifiers carry their own manufacturer warranties, often 5 years on sealed systems
and shorter on parts. Foundation repairs often have longer structural warranties, sometimes transferable. Read
the exclusions. Standing ground water that exceeds a certain depth, damage from trades, or pest damage may
void coverage. Ask how service calls are handled. A company with a real service department answers the phone

the week after a flood, not just the week before the sale.
Be alert for sales habits that do not match building science. A few red flags | still see:

* A contractor who proposes to encapsulate without any mention of exterior drainage or downspout

extensions, even when the soil is clearly sloped in.

* A quote that replaces ventilation with a single passive vent fan while sealing the rest. That just pulls

conditioned house air through cracks and can depressurize the crawl relative to the soil.

® Foam sprayed directly on wet masonry as a water fix. Foam is not a waterproofing system, and it can trap

moisture in the wall.

¢ (Claims that a liner alone lowers radon to safe levels. It helps, but active mitigation is the control method

when testing shows a problem.

® Burying structural cracks in a basement wall behind a liner without a structural repair plan. Encapsulated

crawls are not camouflage for failing block.

Scope creep can be real, and some of it is genuine. Once the liner is up, homeowners often want to use the area
for storage. If that is you, tell your contractor early so they can add a tougher floor path or plywood runners that
spread load and do not puncture the membrane. | have seen totes and holiday decorations grind holes where

traffic concentrates. Patching is possible, but planning is cleaner.

The search term foundation repair near me may return a mix of specialty firms and generalists. Crawl space
encapsulation near me or encapsulate crawlspace queries will surface companies with strong moisture
credentials. You want a team that knows both worlds. Ask how often they coordinate between divisions or subs.
On a good job, the foundation crew and the encapsulation crew talk, trade photos, and sequence their days so

no one is stepping on fresh sealant or cutting through a new termination to install a jack.


https://unitedstructuralsystems.com/barrington/

Where encapsulation earns its keep, and where it does not

The payoff from a well designed, encapsulated crawl space is straightforward. Wood moisture content falls into
the 10 to 14 percent range. Musty odors disappear. Dust mites and mold lose their footing. You burn less energy
because your ducts are not pulling in swampy air. Over time, the floor assembly stabilizes because the humidity
swings are smaller. That is especially true in homes that also received targeted foundation repairs. A girder that
no longer sinks, paired with joists that are no longer cycling wet to dry, stays straighter. A few years back, a client
told me their piano held tune better after a full fix. That is not a scientific metric, but it lined up with the data

loggers we left in the crawl.

There are situations where encapsulation is not the best first step. Houses in flood zones that take on river water
several times a decade need a different strategy. A sealed crawl can float a liner and topple piers during a flood
unless detailed with flood vents and sacrificial sections. In very dry high desert climates with vented crawls that
have performed fine for 60 years, the return on encapsulation is marginal unless you are chasing comfort and
dust control. Historic homes with unvented gas appliances or limited access may need a staged plan that begins

with appliance upgrades and basic ground covers before a full seal.

If you have an existing encapsulation that underwhelms, inspect the basics. Is there a continuous seal up the
walls, or do you see gaps at corners and around piers. Are seams taped on both sides where traffic is heavy. Does
the dehumidifier drain reliably, or do you see water pooling in low sections. What is the relative humidity on a
cheap hygrometer downstairs after rain. Upgrading a thin, unreinforced sheet to a 12 or 20 mil liner with proper
termination and a right sized dehumidifier often transforms a disappointing system without tearing out

everything.

Coordination with other work

Encapsulation intersects with several other trades and concerns, and coordinating them avoids rework. Pest
control companies like to see and access the sill. Leaving a visible band at the top of the wall satisfies that, and
they can treat foam edges if you insulate. HVAC techs prefer a clean, dry landing area and a flat path to air
handlers. If the crawl is the return plenum, that changes the air sealing plan entirely, and you will want a
mechanical contractor to bring it up to code. Electricians and plumbers need hangers that do not pierce the liner.

Use adhesive backed supports or fasten to framing.

If you suspect radon, test before you encapsulate. An encapsulated crawl can be adapted easily to active
mitigation by installing a suction point through the liner and connecting to a fan, but it is harder to run pipe later
in a tight space. In many markets, radon fans and foundation repair work live in different companies. Having
numbers in hand means you can ask the encapsulation team to leave a stub or sleeve where the radon contractor

wants it.

If your home has a partial basement, think through where the basement waterproofing ends and the crawl
system begins. | prefer a continuous approach. The interior drain, sump, and vapor control should tie together so
that water does not migrate from one zone to the other under a wall. If a basement company suggests a liner up
to a certain door and a crawl| contractor suggests a separate system on the other side, you will live at the seam

forever. One lead contractor should own that transition.

Living with the finished system

Once the liner is sealed and the structure is stable, maintenance is light but not zero. Check the dehumidifier filter

every few months and verify the condensate pumps or drains run free. Walk the path once or twice a year with a



flashlight. | like to leave a cheap digital hygrometer near the access and one back toward the far corner. When
the outdoor dew point spikes, the indoor humidity should stay steady. If it rises above 60 percent and stays there,
something changed. A downspout extension got knocked off. A sump check valve stuck. Left alone, those small

issues undo the big work.

Encapsulated crawl spaces can become storage, but treat them kindly. Avoid rolling metal dollies or sharp edged
totes over the liner. Use rigid panels as runners if you plan to keep boxes there, or consider a thin protective
overlay designed for crawl spaces. Keep pest bait stations off the liner if they are not adhesive backed. Inspect

after any plumbing repair. People with saws are not always thinking about plastic.

When you search for basement waterproofing or encapsulate crawl space services, the results can be noisy. A few
even use odd spellings, like encapsulated crawl.space, to stand out. Ignore the gimmicks and read the details. You
want companies that talk about drying goals in terms of relative humidity, that bring up wood moisture content if
you ask, and that sketch a plan that starts with structure, then water, then air. A team that treats your home like a

system will help you avoid paying twice for the same square footage.

The short path to a solid plan

If you remember nothing else, carry this sequence into your first call. Verify and fix structural issues so floors hold
true. Redirect water outside, then collect and discharge what remains inside. Only then seal and condition the
crawl, using materials that match your traffic and climate. The costs you avoid by getting the order right exceed

the premium for quality work.

| have revisited dozens of homes five or ten years after a well sequenced project. The liners looked almost new.
The dehumidifiers clicked on quietly during summer afternoons. Baseboards stayed tight through winters and
springs. That is the goal. A boring crawl space again, supporting a house that feels steady. Whether you start by
typing foundation repairs near me into your phone or by calling a company known for crawl space encapsulation,
use that three part lens to steer the conversation. It will save you time, money, and a few lessons learned the hard

way.

UNITED STRUCTURAL SYSTEMS OF ILLINOIS, INC

2124 Stonington Ave,
Hoffman Estates, IL 60169

847-382-2882
rick@ussofil.com

Mon-Fri 8:30 am-5:00 pm
Sat-Sun By Appointment
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