
Mold Remediation St. Louis: What a Hidden Leak
Behind Drywall Taught Me
I have been doing water damage restoration in the Greater St. Louis area for over a decade.
Every year I see the same pattern: a small plumbing leak goes unnoticed behind a wall, and by
the time anyone catches it, the mold has already taken hold. A recent job at a rental property in
University City reminded me why quick action and a careful remediation protocol matter so
much.

The tenant had noticed a musty smell near the bathroom for a few weeks but could not find the
source. The landlord called us in to check. I walked in with a moisture meter and a good
flashlight. The wall felt dry to the touch, but the meter showed elevated readings along the
baseboard near the toilet flange. That told me water had been seeping slowly from a supply
line. The drywall looked fine from the surface, but the meter does not lie.

We cut a small inspection hole near the baseboard, and sure enough, the back side of the
drywall was covered in a patch of black growth. The plumbing leak had been running just
enough to keep the paper layer of the drywall damp. Mold spores had already spread a few feet
beyond the wet area. That is when a full mold remediation St. Louis protocol became
necessary, not just a patch-and-paint job.

Why Drywall Is a Trap for Hidden Mold
Drywall is basically gypsum plaster sandwiched between paper layers. The paper is cellulose,
which is food for mold. When moisture sits behind the wall, the paper feeds the growth, and
the gypsum stays damp enough to keep the colony alive. Many people think bleach is the
answer. It is not. Bleach does not penetrate porous surfaces well, and it can actually feed mold
on paper-faced drywall because the chlorine breaks down too fast. I have seen it happen.

In this rental home, the leak had been active for maybe three weeks. The moisture meter
showed 28 percent moisture content in the lower portion of the wall, compared to a baseline of
8 percent in the adjacent stud bay. That is well above the threshold where mold can thrive. We
needed to remove the affected drywall, treat the cavity, and dry the framing before closing it
back up.

Setting Up Containment Before Cutting
Before we cut out the drywall, we set up containment. That means sealing off the room with
plastic sheeting and running an air scrubber with a HEPA filter to capture airborne mold spores.
I also placed a negative air machine to keep any spores from drifting into the rest of the house.
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The tenant was staying with family during the job, which was smart. Even with good
containment, you want vulnerable people out of the space.

We wore Tyvek suits, gloves, and N95 respirators. The suits are cheap insurance. One tear and
you are breathing whatever comes off the wall. I have been doing this long enough to know
that cutting into moldy drywall releases a cloud of spores that you cannot see. You treat every
patch as if it is toxic until testing says otherwise.

Removing the Drywall and Treating the Cavity
We cut the drywall about two feet above the highest moisture reading and about three feet
wide to expose the whole damaged area. The framing inside was wet but not rotted. That is
lucky. If the leak had run for two months, the studs might have needed replacement. We used a
fungicide spray on the exposed wood studs and let it dwell for the recommended contact time.
Then we applied a biocide to kill any remaining mold that the fungicide might have missed.
Biocides are stronger than standard antimicrobials, so you have to follow the label closely.
Over-application can damage the wood or leave a residue that interferes with paint adhesion
later.

We also treated the sill plate and the subfloor edge where water had wicked up. A moisture
meter confirmed the wood was below 15 percent before we sealed anything. That step is non-
negotiable. If you trap moisture behind new drywall, you will get a repeat problem within
months.

Drying and the Role of Leak Detection
While the cavity was open, we did a thorough leak detection. The supply line to the toilet had a
pinhole leak at the compression fitting. It was not visible from outside the wall because the
drip ran down the pipe inside the insulation. A standard visual inspection would have missed it.
We fixed the fitting and pressure-tested the line before closing the wall. That is the only way to
be sure the leak is gone.

We ran industrial fans and a dehumidifier in the space for two full days. The goal was to get the
framing dry enough that a mold test would show no active growth. We also used an air
scrubber with a HEPA vacuum attachment to clean the floor and baseboard area. HEPA
vacuuming is better than sweeping because sweeping just kicks spores back into the air.

Mold Testing and Clearance
After the drying, we did mold testing. I collected a surface sample from the treated wood and
an air sample from the room. We sent both to a lab that follows IAQA standards. The results
came back with spore counts within normal indoor levels. That was the clearance we needed.



The landlord wanted the peace of mind, and honestly, I do not sign off on a job without lab
confirmation. Visual inspection is not enough. Some molds leave microscopic fragments that
you cannot see but can still cause reactions.

The whole process, from the initial moisture reading to the final clearance, took five days. A
faster job might have cut corners, but cutting corners on a rental property means the tenant
suffers later. Landlords who try to skip the remediation protocol often end up with a call back
in six months because the mold came back behind the new paint.

What I Wish More Property Owners Knew
I have done this long enough to know that mold remediation St. Louis calls often start the
same way: someone smells something musty, pokes a hole, sees black stuff, and panics. The
panic is understandable, but the response matters more than the speed. Encapsulation is
sometimes an option for small, contained spots on non-porous surfaces, but behind drywall
you almost always have to cut and remove. Encapsulation paints seal the mold in, but if the
moisture is still there, the mold will push through eventually.

Another thing I have learned: do not rely on bleach. I have seen tenants pour bleach on moldy
drywall and scrub it, thinking they solved the problem. All that does is bleach the surface color.
The mold roots stay in the paper. Within weeks the stain comes back, sometimes darker. A
proper remediation uses antimicrobials designed for porous surfaces, not household cleaners.

Moisture control is the real key. You can clean mold a hundred times, but if you do not find and
fix the moisture source, you will keep cleaning forever. In this case, the pinhole leak was the
culprit. A good leak detection system could have caught it earlier, but most rental properties do
not have that. Tenants and landlords alike should know the signs: a persistent musty smell,
peeling paint, soft drywall, or a sudden spike in the water bill. Those clues point to a hidden
leak that needs attention before mold takes over.

I have seen mold remediation St. Louis companies do great work and some do sloppy work.
The difference is in the details: proper containment, correct fungicide dwell time, HEPA
vacuuming, and third-party lab testing. If a contractor skips those steps, you might get a
cosmetic fix that fails later. A good remediation is not cheap, but it is cheaper than doing it
twice or dealing with a health complaint from a tenant.

This particular job ended well. The drywall was replaced, the area was painted with a mold-
resistant primer, and the tenant moved back in without any respiratory issues. The landlord put
a moisture alarm under the toilet for future leaks. That is a small investment that can save
thousands in water damage restoration down the road.



Every hidden leak I find reinforces the same lesson: mold grows where moisture lingers.
Catching it early, removing the affected material, drying the structure, and confirming with
testing is the only way to ensure the problem stays gone. That is what a thorough remediation
protocol looks like in practice, and it is what every property in the Greater St. Louis area
deserves.


