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Something in the air
Well this week I had an instruction from a client to give him answers on a number of issues in respect of his two year old villa.  The first issue was an easy one to give an answer to, the house was on the side of a ravine and the terrace is falling away.  The builders had done their usual trick of building a retaining wall of an unknown quality and had backfilled the gap between the ravine edge and the retaining wall with no doubt anything they could lay their hands on. This over time has sunk and the poolside terrace is sinking with it.
The other question he had was - what is the cause of the smell in the basement room?  I opened the door with trepidation thinking are we going to have smells from a broken drainpipe? Or a rotting carcass? But I was relieved to find it was neither.  There was only a musty smell of stale air. 

It took a number of years for the Building Regulations in the UK to recognise that double glazing in a property isn’t a particularly healthy option, for either the occupiers or the property itself.  So over time the regulations have introduced the necessity to provide ventilation so that some air flow within the property can be introduced. You may say this really overrides the benefits of well constructed sealed double glazed units which are draught free, but ventilation is necessary believe me.

The problem with the well appointed basement room at my client’s property is caused by the lack of ventilation.  It has sealed UPVC double glazed window units and a well fitting draught proof and sealed door, so there has been no air change in this room since the door was last opened.   
Window manufacturers here haven’t yet learned the necessity of incorporating ventilation into their sealed double glazed units, and as their manufacturing quality improves so does their air tightness, causing the problem with associated stale air and mustiness and a build up of the moisture content of the air with condensation and, if left, mould growth being a likely consequence.
This is not just a problem in basement rooms; it can also affect properties here that are shut up for weeks on end.  I have another client whose apartment I check regularly, I called in a few weeks after his previous visit and found two of the bedroom walls showing early but significant signs of mould growth.   My clients hadn’t helped the situation as the last thing they had done before leaving and locking up the apartment was to have a shower and leave the damp towels to air within the sealed confines of the apartment.  Well with the warm conditions of the spring it’s like giving a donkey strawberries, and in no time at all mould growth appeared over the walls.

This problem was easily resolved after sterilising and redecorating the walls and with the introduction of trickle vents along the head of the window frames in all the rooms, these can easily be purchased for a few £ each in the UK, whether from a local DIY store or over the internet.  They are easily installed; all that is required is a reasonable size drill bit to provide the ventilation holes in the head of the window frame.  Since this has been done in my client’s apartment there have been no recurrences of the problem.

I consider the problem I looked at this week will require additional ventilation as it’s partly subterranean, with at least one of the walls being a cold spot giving ideal conditions for condensation and resultant mould growth.  I have recommended to my client to firstly introduce trickle vents to the window heads, but in addition to this provide passive ventilation by introducing larger air vents. I know what you are going to say – a total waste of time, it will be very draughty and the first thing you’d do is stuff them with newspaper!  Ah but this is the 21st Century and things are moving on, even air vents are becoming sophisticated. New models have the ability to retain warm air and only allow for water droplets to escape.  This is done simply with a piece of Rockwool being installed within the vent which helps to retain the warm air but allows the cooling air and moisture to be released.  In addition to this in the scheme of works an extractor fan is installed controlled by a humidistat, then when there are conditions of high humidity the fan trips in to remove the moisture laden air.  Sadly, if you want something like this though you are not going to be able to buy this equipment here and it will be necessary to have it brought over from the U.K.  Similarly I have never seen trickle vents installed here or seen them for sale, so again they will have to be brought over from the U.K.
Something else you can’t buy here that would be ideal for ensuring a locked up property can be automatically dehumidified and doesn’t suffer from damp is something called a solar vent.  This looks similar to a solar panel used for the provision of hot water but it is used to provide warm dry air for ventilating a closed up house, or of course here it would have a double benefit in that the unit will pump warm air into a house during the bright winter days so less conventional heating is needed to warm the place up at night.  There is even one that incorporates a solar water heating panel, so if your villa is about to be built this is something you could consider having installed.  The product is a Danish invention and if you want further information then have a look at www.solarventi.co.uk
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A typical Solarventi panel providing warm air ventilation and a reduction in winter energy costs 
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The mould growth evident is as a direct result of no ventilation








