Finding and Removing Mold Behind Drywall After a
Plumbing Leak

When a plumbing leak goes unnoticed for a few days, the damage often goes far beyond a wet
carpet or a stained ceiling. The real trouble starts when water soaks into the drywall and sits
there long enough for mold to take hold. | have seen it happen in all kinds of properties, but
rental homes are especially vulnerable because maintenance can be delayed and tenants may
not report a small leak right away. In one recent case | worked on in St. Louis, a slow pipe drip
behind a bathroom wall had been active for nearly a week before anyone noticed. By then, the
drywall was soft, the paint was bubbling, and the smell was unmistakable.

What Happens When Water Sits Inside a Wall

Drywall is basically gypsum plaster sandwiched between paper layers. It soaks up moisture
like a sponge. Once the paper facing gets wet, it becomes a perfect food source for mold
spores that are always floating in the air. Within 48 hours, those spores can start germinating.
After a few days, you get visible colonies. The mold you see on the surface is only a fraction of
what is growing inside the wall cavity. In the St. Louis rental home | mentioned, the visible
patch was about the size of a dinner plate. But when we cut the drywall open, the backside was
coated in a thick layer of black mold, and the studs were stained all the way up to the top plate.
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That is the thing about mold behind drywall. You cannot just wipe it off or paint over it. The
contamination runs deep. And in a rental home, the property manager has to consider both the
health of the tenant and the long-term value of the building. Indoor air quality is a serious
concern. Mold spores can cause respiratory problems, allergic reactions, and worse for people
who are sensitive. So the job becomes not just about cleaning a surface, but about removing
every bit of contaminated material and making sure the space is dry before closing it back up.

How We Tracked Down the Full Extent of the Mold

We started with a moisture meter. That tool is indispensable for leak detection and mold
assessment. It lets you scan the wall and see exactly how far the water has spread without
cutting holes everywhere. In this case, the moisture reading was high across a three-foot
section of the wall and into the floor joist below. That told us the plumbing leak had been
running long enough to wick upward and downward through the framing. We also used a
thermal camera to spot temperature differences that indicate damp insulation. That gave us a
clear map of the affected area before we ever picked up a saw.
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Once we knew the boundaries, we cut the drywall about six inches beyond the last wet spot.
That is a standard rule in mold remediation. You want to remove a generous margin because
the mold can extend invisibly into dry material. The drywall we took out was heavy with
moisture and had that musty, earthy smell that tells you the problem is serious. Behind it, the
fiberglass insulation was matted and black. That all went into double-bagged disposal bags
immediately to prevent spore spread.

Removing Mold and Drying the Structure

With the drywall gone, we could see the full picture. The black mold had colonized the back of
the drywall and the wooden studs. The framing lumber was wet but still solid, so we did not
need to replace it. That saved the property owner a lot of money. But we did have to treat the
wood thoroughly. We used a combination of scraping, HEPA vacuuming, and an antimicrobial
coating to kill any remaining spores and prevent regrowth. The HEPA vacuum is critical
because it traps particles as small as 0.3 microns, which includes mold spores. A regular shop
vac would just blow them back into the air.

Structural drying is another step that people often skip, and that is a mistake. After you remove
the wet materials, the wood and the remaining drywall still hold moisture. We set up air movers
and a dehumidifier to pull that moisture out over the course of two days. We checked the
moisture levels with the meter every few hours until the readings matched the surrounding dry
wood. Only then were we confident that the wall cavity was ready to be closed. If you put new
drywall over damp wood, you are just asking for the mold to come back.

This is where a company like Gateway Water & Mold brings real value. They handle the whole
sequence from leak detection through structural drying and final cleanup. In this rental home,
the property manager was relieved to have a single point of contact for the insurance claim
and the restoration work. That coordination matters because water damage restoration is not
just about fixing the leak. It is about managing the drying process, preventing secondary
problems like mold, and getting the property back to a safe, livable condition as fast as
possible.

Why Rental Homes Are Especially at Risk

Rental properties have a few built-in vulnerabilities when it comes to mold. First, the turnover
between tenants can leave a home vacant for weeks. If a pipe bursts or a toilet overflows
during that time, nobody is there to notice. Second, tenants may not report a small plumbing
leak because they do not want to bother the landlord or they are worried about being blamed.
Third, property managers often have a lot of units to look after, and preventive maintenance
can fall through the cracks. All of these factors increase the chance that a small leak turns into
a big mold problem.



| have also seen attic mold develop from a roof leak that went unnoticed for months. And
basement water damage is common in older St. Louis homes with foundation cracks or poor
drainage. In every case, the key is to catch the moisture early. A good property manager should
have a relationship with a restoration company and know who to call at 2 a.m. when a pipe
bursts. Gateway Water & Mold offers that kind of 24/7 response, which can make the
difference between a contained dry-out and a full-scale mold remediation project.

What Tenants and Owners Should Watch For

If you live in a rental home or manage one, there are a few signs that should never be ignored.
A musty smell that gets stronger after rain. Discoloration on drywall or baseboards that seems
to grow. Peeling paint or wallpaper. Soft spots in the wall that feel spongy when you press on
them. And of course, any visible plumbing leak, no matter how small. If you see any of these,
act fast. Call a professional who can do leak detection and mold assessment. The cost of a
service call is nothing compared to the cost of tearing out walls and replacing structural
framing.

One practical tip: if you do find a wet spot on drywall, do not try to dry it with a hair dryer or a
space heater. That can push moisture deeper into the wall and make the problem worse.
Instead, stop the source of water, ventilate the area, and call someone with the right
equipment. Moisture meters, HEPA vacuums, and industrial dehumidifiers are tools that most
homeowners and tenants do not have, and that is fine. That is what restoration companies are
for.

The Bottom Line on Mold Behind Drywall

Mold behind drywall is a common but serious problem that requires a methodical approach. It
starts with finding the source of moisture, whether that is a plumbing leak, a roof issue, or
basement water damage. Then you have to remove all contaminated materials, dry the
structure thoroughly, and apply preventive treatments. The job is not finished until the indoor
air quality is tested and the space is safe for people to occupy again.

In my experience, the best results come from working with a company that understands both
water damage restoration and mold remediation, because the two are linked. Gateway Water &
Mold handles both sides of that equation, which is exactly what a property manager or
homeowner needs when a plumbing leak turns into a mold problem. They know how to
coordinate with insurance adjusters, document the damage for claims, and get the property
dried and sealed without cutting corners.

If you are dealing with a similar situation, the most important thing is to act quickly. Mold does
not wait, and neither should you. The sooner you get a professional assessment, the better



your chances of avoiding a full gut renovation. And if you are a tenant, do not be afraid to
report a leak or a musty smell to your landlord. It is not just about property damage. It is about
your health and the air you breathe every day.



