Hidden Mold Behind Drywall: A St. Louis Rental
Home Case Study

When you think about mold in a home, you probably picture visible spots on a bathroom ceiling
or a musty smell in the basement. But some of the most serious mold problems stay hidden
for weeks or months, growing behind walls and under floors. | have seen this happen in dozens
of properties across Greater St. Louis, and the scenario is almost always the same: a small
plumbing leak that nobody catches in time. By the time anyone notices, the damage is already
done. This article walks through a real case where a rental home in St. Louis needed full mold
remediation behind drywall after a slow leak. It covers what we found, how we handled it, and
what property managers and tenants should watch for.

The First Signs

A property manager called us about a rental home in the central part of St. Louis. The tenant
had mentioned a faint musty odor near a bathroom wall for a few weeks, but no one could see
anything wrong. The wall looked fine. The floor felt dry. The property manager thought it might
just be humidity. But when | walked in with a moisture meter, the reading near the baseboard
was alarmingly high - over 40 percent. Drywall at that moisture level is basically a sponge. |
knew we would find mold behind it.

We cut a small inspection hole near the base of the wall. The back side of the drywall was
covered in black and green mold colonies. The paper facing had started to disintegrate. The
leak had come from a supply line to the toilet, a slow drip that ran down inside the wall cavity
for at least a month. The tenant had been living with that air quality the whole time. This is the
kind of situation where professional mold remediation St. Louis homeowners and renters need
to take seriously - not just for the property but for health reasons.

Why Hidden Mold Is a Different Problem

Surface mold on tile or grout is relatively easy to clean. You scrub it, you dry the area, you move
on. But mold behind drywall or inside a wall cavity is a structural and biological problem. The
drywall itself becomes food for the mold. The paper facing and the gypsum core hold moisture
and allow mold to spread laterally and upward. Once the wall is opened, you can see that the
mold has traveled well beyond the original leak point, sometimes into adjoining stud bays.

In this St. Louis rental home, we found mold had spread about four feet up from the leak and
two feet to either side. The entire section of drywall had to be removed. But removal is only the
first step. You also have to treat the wood studs, the sill plate, and the subfloor if the moisture
soaked through. This is where a lot of DIY attempts fail. People think if they cut out the drywall



and spray bleach, the problem is solved. It is not. Mold roots can penetrate porous wood, and
bleach only bleaches the surface. You need a full protocol that includes containment, HEPA
vacuuming, antimicrobial treatment, and structural drying.

The Remediation Process in This Home

We set up plastic sheeting to isolate the work area. Negative air pressure kept spores from
drifting into the rest of the house. Every piece of drywall we removed went into heavy-duty bags
and straight to the dumpster. Once the wall cavity was open, we used a HEPA vacuum to pull
out loose spores and debris from the studs and the floor. Then we applied an antimicrobial
solution designed for porous surfaces. After that, we set up air movers and a dehumidifier for
structural drying. The goal was to bring the moisture content of the wood framing below 15
percent before we closed the wall back up.

The whole process took three days. That might sound slow, but rushing structural drying is a
mistake. If you close the wall before the wood is dry, you are sealing moisture inside. The mold
will come back, sometimes within weeks. This is especially important in older homes in St.
Louis where building codes may not require vapor barriers or where the foundation may
already have some moisture issues. You have to be thorough.

One of the things | appreciate about working with a company like Gateway Water & Mold is that
they understand the full scope of water damage restoration, not just the visible part. They know
that mold remediation St. Louis properties need often ties back to a hidden water damage
event that was never fully dried. In this case, the plumbing leak was small but persistent. The

plumber who fixed the supply line did a good job, but no one thought to check inside the wall
for moisture. That is how mold gets a foothold.

What Property Managers and Tenants Should Know

If you manage rental properties in the St. Louis area, or if you are a tenant, here are a few
practical things to keep in mind:

e Trust your nose. A musty or earthy smell that does not go away is almost always a
sign of hidden mold. Do not ignore it.

e Know where your plumbing runs. Leaks often happen in walls shared by bathrooms
or kitchens. If you see a water stain on the ceiling or wall, investigate immediately.

* Use a moisture meter. Property managers can buy a basic pin-type meter for under
$50. If readings near a wall are over 20 percent, call a professional.

e Document everything. For insurance claims, you need photos, dates, and a clear
timeline. Mold testing before and after remediation can also help support your claim.
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¢ Don't rush the repair. Even after the leak is fixed, the wall needs to be opened and
dried. Shortcuts now cost more later.

Insurance and Building Code Considerations

Insurance claims for mold are tricky. Many policies exclude mold unless it is caused by a
covered water damage event, like a burst pipe or an appliance leak. In this rental home, the
plumbing leak was a covered event, so the insurance claim covered the drywall removal, the
antimicrobial treatment, and the reconstruction. But the claim process can be slow. The
property manager had to get approval before we could open the wall. That delay allowed the
mold to spread further. If you are a property manager, talk to your insurance agent ahead of
time about what is and is not covered for mold remediation. Knowing that before a crisis can
save weeks.

Building codes in St. Louis and surrounding counties generally follow the International
Residential Code, which requires that all water-damaged materials be removed and replaced.
But the code does not specify how to treat the remaining wood or how to dry the cavity. That is
where professional judgment comes in. Encapsulation - sealing the treated wood with a mold-
inhibiting primer - is a good practice even if the code does not require it. We encapsulated the
studs in this home before hanging new drywall. It adds a day and a few hundred dollars, but it
provides a long-term barrier against future mold growth.

Why Professional Mold Removal Matters

| have seen too many cases where a homeowner or a handyman tries to handle mold removal
on their own and ends up making things worse. They scrub the visible mold, which releases
spores into the air. They do not contain the area. They do not use HEPA filtration. They might
paint over the stain, which traps moisture and lets the mold continue growing behind the paint.
A few months later, the mold breaks through again, sometimes worse than before.
Professional mold removal involves containment, proper disposal, and a systematic approach
to drying and treating the affected area. It is not about being fancy. It is about doing it right the
first time so you do not have to do it again.

In the St. Louis area, where humidity can be high in the summer and homes range from new
construction to century-old brick, the approach has to be tailored to each property. That is why
mold remediation St. Louis calls for a company that understands both local building stock and
the science of moisture control. You cannot just spray something and hope it works.

The Takeaway



Hidden mold behind drywall is a serious problem, but it is also a fixable one. The key is
catching it early, opening the wall to see what is really happening, and following a complete
process: removal, HEPA vacuuming, antimicrobial treatment, structural drying, and
encapsulation. If you are a property manager or a tenant in a rental home, pay attention to
smells and small water stains. A quick response can turn a three-day job into a one-day job.
And if you are filing an insurance claim, document everything from the moment you first notice
the issue.

Mold is not something to be afraid of, but it is something to respect. With the right approach
and a willingness to do the work thoroughly, you can restore a home to safe, healthy condition.
That is what we did in this St. Louis rental home, and it is what every property deserves.



