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Cyprus clinker
The most common question I am asked is ‘what is the cause of my decorations and plasterwork flaking at the base of my walls and what can be done about it?’  Well I have an estate agent friend who reckons just about every house she sells has this problem and she refers to it as ‘the usual Cyprus clinker’.  

Rising and penetrating damp is not really a problem at this time of year, but the damage caused to decorations is still evident and no matter how many times you paint over it, it comes back.  Why is this and what can be done to stop it? 

The rising damp seen around the base of walls is due to an inadequate or the lack of a damp proof course. The provision of damp proof courses here is a relatively new practice, traditional houses here did not have them and people were used to the tide mark coming in the winter and drying out in the summer.  But with more and more Europeans coming here to live, better standards of damp proofing was demanded and attempts by local builders have been made to meet these demands. Sadly though, the majority of builders here have little understanding of rising damp and do not understand the necessity of ensuring that damp proof membranes and damp proof courses are interlinked so as to make the property impervious to rising damp.  Their idea of damp proofing, if you are lucky, is the provision of a damp proof course above the first course of blockwork forming the walls, they appear to have little understanding of its purpose and provide it only to satisfy foreign purchasers!  The building construction process here requires more than this single damp proof course but it is not often I see damp proofing taken seriously, although I have seen proper damp proofing works being undertaken to some very expensive properties being built here, likely for successful local people who don’t want to have a damp problem.  So what should be done?  

You have to start at the very beginning – the foundations and ring beam are made of concrete and this is porous, so in wintertime it will act like blotting paper soaking up the damp from the adjoining ground.  The most important thing when the foundations and ring beam have been cast is for the exposed faces of the concrete, which will be below ground level, to be coated with a bitumastic or some other form of waterproof paint to reduce the porous qualities of the concrete.  This should stop dampness being attracted into the building and rising through the structure by way of osmosis.  
Whilst I see such a coating being applied on some of the developments, it certainly is not used on the majority of properties being built here and it is a shortcut builders are prepared to take, not recognising the long term problems this will cause.  If you really want to do the job properly, in addition to painting the concrete, you can fix a studded membrane made of high density polyethylene to the subterranean concrete, this ensures a reliable separation between the foundation walls and the damp earth.  The studs form ventilation channels allowing the masonry to breathe, and when the foundations are filled in the studded membrane acts as a crumple zone.
After the concrete foundations and ring beam are cast, what we next see on site is the void being backfilled with earth which is then wetted and compacted to form the foundations to the floor, where an oversite concrete screed is then cast.  No consideration is given here to providing any form of damp proofing under the floor and when I suggested to one builder it would be a very simple matter to provide a membrane here, I was laughed out of court!  The problem as I see it is this compacted earth dries out and in times of bad weather the earth surrounding the property obviously gets wet, the compacted dry earth contained within the foundation area again acts like blotting paper, pulling dampness into the building structure and rising by way of osmosis.  All that needs to be provided is a sheet membrane between the compacted earth and the concrete floor screed, this membrane should then be brought up and lapped into the damp proof membrane being provided in the blockwork walling.  You will have then effectively insulated the house from ground water.  Sadly I have never seen this done here on the structure of a domestic dwelling, although I have seen it in commercial construction here in hotels etc. If a horizontal membrane is not provided and the subterranean concrete is not treated then dampness will be a problem, as it is in most properties here.  Well what can be done to cure this damp after the property has been built?

Sadly there is little that can be done because of the type of construction here.  You could attempt to inject a silicone solution, whether a cream, water or spirit based solution, into the blockwork structure, but as most of the infill walls on reinforced concrete framed structures here are built of hollow blocks with poorly coursed blockwork having uneven bonded joints, it is unlikely that this kind of treatment would be successful.  If this treatment was successful it would stop the rising damp but the way properties are constructed here this is unlikely, so what alternative is there?
The builders’ answer during snagging is to come along with a scraper, scrape off the affected plasterwork and skim over with a thin layer of white plaster (that we call Polyfilla in the UK) and paint over it.  This will last a few months but the problem will come back.  But there is a way where the problem can be hidden.  It means hacking off the existing plaster and cement mortar render to a height above the damp problem, and over here this usually means 18” to 2’ above ground level, and re-rendering with a proper waterproof render mix, making good any of the decorations afterwards.  This does not cure the problem but does hide it, with the seasonal ‘tide mark’ carrying on behind the waterproof rendered section of the wall.  
Well I hope this gives an understanding of the cause of this ‘Cyprus clinker’ and how it may be hidden but not cured.  There are lots of other damp problems and these could be categorised under the heading of ‘penetrating damp’, usually as a result of poor finishing detail around window and door openings, terracing and roof cladding – but I’ll leave this for a future article.  But in summing up, if the majority of house builders on this island turned their focus to boat building it is likely that most boats would sink before leaving Girne harbour!!
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Spoiled decorations as a result of rising damp 





A picture taken at an abandoned building project in a back street in Girne, which proves they do know about proper damp proofing here!








