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Why does my basement have a sewage smell?

A sewage smell in your basement typically indicates a problem with your plumbing system's trap seals,
sewer line, or ventilation - and it needs immediate attention both for health reasons and to prevent potential

costly damage.

The most common culprit is dry P-traps in floor drains, utility sinks, or rarely-used fixtures. These U-shaped pipes
hold water to create a seal that blocks sewer gases from entering your home. In Ottawa's dry winter months with
forced-air heating, these traps can evaporate faster than usual. Simply running water in all basement drains and

fixtures for a few minutes often resolves the issue immediately.

However, persistent sewage odors can indicate more serious problems. Cracked sewer lines are unfortunately
common in Ottawa's older neighborhoods, where clay pipes installed decades ago have shifted due to our freeze-
thaw cycles and mature tree roots. A damaged main sewer line can allow gases to escape and potentially cause
sewage backup - a costly and unsanitary emergency. Blocked or damaged vent stacks can also cause sewer

gases to find alternate escape routes through your basement fixtures.

Ottawa-specific considerations include our city's combined sewer system in older areas, which can create
additional pressure during heavy spring runoff or summer storms. The City of Ottawa's 311 service can help
determine if there are known sewer issues in your neighborhood. If you're in an older home (pre-1960s), clay sewer

lines are more susceptible to root intrusion and settling damage.

Safety is paramount - sewer gases contain methane and hydrogen sulfide, which can be dangerous in enclosed
spaces. If the smell is strong or accompanied by gurgling sounds from drains, don't delay in addressing it. While
checking P-traps is safe for homeowners, diagnosing sewer line problems requires professional equipment like

camera inspection.

Start with the simple solution: run water in all basement drains, the utility sink, and any other fixtures for 2-3
minutes. Add a small amount of cooking oil to floor drains to slow evaporation. If the smell persists after 24 hours,
or if you notice wet spots, unusual sounds, or the smell is getting stronger, contact a licensed plumber immediately.
For basement renovations that might have disturbed plumbing or if you're considering adding a basement

bathroom, proper venting and trap installation is crucial to prevent these issues.

Why is my basement dehumidifier running constantly?
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A basement dehumidifier running constantly typically indicates it's struggling to reach your target humidity
level, which could be due to excessive moisture sources, an undersized unit, or the dehumidifier itself
having issues.

The most common reason for continuous operation is that your basement has more moisture sources than the
dehumidifier can handle. In Ottawa's climate, basements naturally tend toward higher humidity, especially during
our humid summers and when snow melts in spring. Excessive moisture can come from several sources:
foundation leaks, poor ventilation, wet laundry drying, unvented bathroom exhaust fans, or even just normal

concrete "sweating" in older Ottawa homes where the foundation wasn't properly dampproofed.

Check your humidity settings first - if you've set it below 50%, the unit will work overtime trying to reach an
unrealistic target for a basement environment. The ideal basement humidity in Ottawa should be between 50-60%
to prevent mold while not overworking your equipment. Also inspect the dehumidifier's filter and coils - dirty
components force the unit to run longer to achieve the same results. In Ottawa's dusty conditions, especially in

older homes, filters need cleaning monthly during peak season.

Unit sizing is another critical factor. Many Ottawa homeowners underestimate their basement's square footage or
don't account for ceiling height when selecting a dehumidifier. A 1,000 square foot basement with 8-foot ceilings
needs a larger capacity unit than the same square footage with 7-foot ceilings. Additionally, if your basement has

multiple rooms or poor air circulation, the dehumidifier may only be effectively treating the immediate area around it.

Seasonal considerations in Ottawa play a major role. During our humid July and August months, even properly
sized units will run more frequently. However, if it's running constantly in winter when humidity should naturally be
lower, this suggests either a moisture intrusion problem or a failing unit. Ottawa's freeze-thaw cycles can create

new foundation cracks that allow moisture infiltration.

When to call a professional: If the unit is clean, properly sized, and set to reasonable levels but still runs
constantly, you likely have a moisture intrusion issue that requires investigation. Foundation leaks, improper
grading, or failed window wells are common in Ottawa's clay soil conditions. For basement finishing or secondary

suite projects, we often discover and address these moisture issues as part of the renovation process.

Next steps: Start by cleaning the unit and checking your settings. If problems persist, consider having your
basement's moisture sources professionally assessed - addressing the root cause is more cost-effective than
running an oversized dehumidifier continuously.

Why is my basement floor always damp?
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A damp basement floor is typically caused by moisture wicking up through the concrete slab or poor
drainage around your foundation. In Ottawa's clay soil and freeze-thaw climate, this is an extremely common

issue that affects most basements to some degree.

Concrete is naturally porous, and without proper moisture barriers during construction, groundwater and soil
moisture can migrate up through your basement slab via capillary action. This is especially problematic in Ottawa
because our heavy clay soil retains moisture and doesn't drain well naturally. Many older homes (pre-1980s) were

built without vapor barriers under the slab, making them particularly susceptible to this issue.

Poor exterior drainage is another major culprit. If your gutters are clogged, downspouts discharge too close to the
foundation, or your lot doesn't slope away from the house properly, water accumulates around your foundation
walls. During Ottawa's spring thaw and heavy summer rains, this water finds its way through foundation walls and
under the slab. The freeze-thaw cycles we experience also create micro-cracks in concrete that allow more

moisture penetration over time.

High humidity levels can also contribute to the problem. If your basement lacks proper ventilation or you have
activities like laundry creating moisture, condensation can form on cool concrete surfaces. This is particularly
noticeable during Ottawa's humid summers when the temperature differential between your basement and outside

air is greatest.

Interior solutions include installing a dehumidifier (aim for 30-50% humidity), improving ventilation, and sealing the
concrete with a quality concrete sealer or epoxy coating. However, these are often temporary fixes if the root cause

is exterior moisture infiltration.

For permanent solutions, you'll likely need exterior waterproofing, which involves excavating around the
foundation, applying waterproof membrane, installing weeping tile, and ensuring proper drainage. In Ottawa, this
work costs typically $150-300 per linear foot depending on access and soil conditions. The work should be done

during dry weather (late summer/fall is ideal) and requires permits if you're altering drainage patterns.

Professional assessment is crucial because attempting DIY solutions without identifying the source often leads
to wasted money and recurring problems. A waterproofing specialist can determine whether you're dealing with

groundwater, surface water, or condensation issues.

For a proper diagnosis of your specific moisture issues and discussion of permanent solutions, contact Ottawa
Basements for a free consultation. We work with trusted waterproofing specialists and can coordinate the complete

solution for your basement.
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Why does my basement flood during heavy rain?

Basement flooding during heavy rain is typically caused by water finding its way through foundation walls,
floor cracks, or overwhelmed drainage systems around your home. In Ottawa's clay soil conditions and with
our intense spring runoff and summer storms, this is unfortunately a common issue that affects thousands of

homeowners.

The most frequent culprit is hydrostatic pressure - when soil around your foundation becomes saturated, it
creates enormous pressure that forces water through any available opening. Even hairline cracks in your
foundation walls or floor slab can become entry points during heavy rainfall. Ottawa's expansive clay soil makes
this worse because clay doesn't drain well, so water sits against your foundation walls for extended periods after

storms.

Poor exterior drainage is another major factor. If your lot doesn't slope away from the house (minimum 6 inches
over 10 feet), or if your eavestroughs are clogged or disconnected, water pools around your foundation instead of
flowing away. Many Ottawa homes built in the 1960s-80s have settling issues that create negative grading over

time, essentially turning your foundation into a collection point for rainwater.

Your weeping tile system may also be compromised. These drainage pipes around your foundation footer are
designed to collect groundwater and direct it to your sump pump or storm sewer. After 25-30 years, they often
become clogged with sediment or damaged by tree roots - a common issue in Ottawa's mature neighborhoods with

large maples and oaks.

Sump pump failure during heavy rain is particularly problematic. If your pump can't keep up with the volume, is
undersized for your lot, or loses power during storms, water will back up and flood your basement. Ottawa's

frequent spring power outages during ice storms make battery backup systems essential.

Immediate steps include checking that your downspouts extend at least 6 feet from your foundation and ensuring
proper grading around your home. For recurring flooding, you'll need a professional assessment to determine if the

issue requires exterior waterproofing, weeping tile replacement, or interior drainage solutions.

Don't delay addressing basement flooding - beyond the immediate damage, it creates mold conditions and can
compromise your foundation over time. Most importantly, ensure electrical safety by having any flooded electrical

systems inspected by an ESA-certified electrician before restoration begins.

For a comprehensive assessment of your basement flooding issues and waterproofing solutions, Ottawa

Basements can help identify the root cause and coordinate the appropriate repairs to keep your basement dry.
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Why does my basement smell musty after rain?

A musty smell in your basement after rain typically indicates moisture infiltration and potential mold
growth. This is a common issue in Ottawa homes, especially older properties built before modern waterproofing

standards.

The musty odor you're detecting is likely caused by excess moisture entering your basement through foundation
cracks, poor drainage, or inadequate waterproofing. When rainwater finds its way into your basement environment,
it creates the perfect conditions for mold and mildew to develop on organic materials like drywall, wood framing,
carpeting, or stored items. Even small amounts of moisture can trigger this process within 24-48 hours of water

exposure.

Common entry points for water include hairline foundation cracks, gaps around basement windows, poor grading
around your home's perimeter, or overwhelmed weeping tile systems. In Ottawa's clay soil conditions, hydrostatic
pressure builds up against foundation walls during heavy rains, forcing water through even minor imperfections in
your foundation. Window wells that don't drain properly are another frequent culprit, especially during Ottawa's

spring melt and summer storm seasons.

The health implications shouldn't be ignored. Prolonged exposure to mold spores can cause respiratory issues,
allergies, and other health problems. More importantly, ongoing moisture issues can lead to structural damage,
including wood rot in floor joists and deterioration of foundation materials. What starts as a simple odor can become

a costly structural repair if left unaddressed.

Immediate steps you should take include identifying visible water entry points, improving ventilation with fans or a
dehumidifier, and removing any wet materials like carpeting or cardboard boxes. However, addressing the root
cause requires professional assessment. A qualified contractor can determine whether you're dealing with surface

water infiltration, groundwater issues, or internal condensation problems.

For Ottawa homeowners, it's worth noting that basement waterproofing work is best completed during dry
seasons (late summer through fall) when contractors can properly assess and address exterior drainage issues.
Interior solutions like basement finishing should only proceed after moisture problems are completely resolved -

otherwise you're just covering up a problem that will return.

For a comprehensive moisture assessment and waterproofing solutions for your Ottawa basement, contact Ottawa
Basements for a free consultation. We can help identify the source of your moisture issues and recommend the

most effective long-term solutions.
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Why is there white powder on my basement walls?

White powder on basement walls is typically efflorescence - mineral deposits left behind when water
evaporates from concrete or masonry. This is extremely common in Ottawa basements due to our clay soil and

seasonal moisture changes.

Efflorescence occurs when water moves through your foundation walls, dissolving minerals like calcium and
magnesium from the concrete. As the water reaches the surface and evaporates, it leaves behind white, chalky
deposits. While unsightly, efflorescence itself isn't structurally dangerous, but it indicates moisture movement

through your walls.

In Ottawa's climate, this problem is particularly common during spring thaw and heavy rain periods. Our clay soil
doesn't drain well, creating hydrostatic pressure against foundation walls. Older homes (pre-1980s) are especially
susceptible since they often lack proper exterior waterproofing and may have foundation settling that creates small
cracks.

The white powder can also indicate more serious moisture issues that could lead to mold growth or structural
problems if left unchecked. If you're seeing efflorescence regularly or it keeps returning after cleaning, you likely

have ongoing water infiltration that needs addressing.

To clean efflorescence, use a stiff brush and water, or a mild muriatic acid solution (following safety precautions).

However, cleaning is just treating the symptom - you need to address the underlying moisture source.

Prevention requires controlling moisture at the source. This might involve improving exterior drainage, sealing
foundation cracks, installing or repairing weeping tiles, or improving basement ventilation. In Ottawa, many
homeowners also benefit from interior basement waterproofing systems, especially if planning a basement

renovation.

Professional assessment is recommended if efflorescence is widespread, recurring, or accompanied by actual
water seepage, musty odors, or visible mold. A moisture problem that's ignored can lead to thousands in damage

and make basement finishing impossible.

For a comprehensive moisture assessment and waterproofing solutions as part of your basement renovation
planning, Ottawa Basements can evaluate your specific situation and recommend the most cost-effective approach

for Ottawa's unique soil and climate conditions.
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Why is there water coming through my basement window?

Water coming through your basement window is typically caused by poor exterior drainage, damaged
window wells, or failing window seals - and it needs immediate attention to prevent foundation damage and

mold growth.

The most common culprit in Ottawa homes is improper grading and drainage around the window well. During our
spring snowmelt and heavy summer rains, water should flow away from your foundation, but if the grade slopes
toward your house or the window well lacks proper drainage, water pools against the window. Over time, this water

finds its way through even small gaps in the window frame or overwhelmed weatherstripping.

Window well issues are particularly common in Ottawa's older homes. The well may lack a proper drain system,
have a cracked or deteriorated liner, or be filled with debris that prevents drainage. In winter, ice dams can form in
the well, and when they melt, the sudden volume of water can overwhelm the window's defenses. Additionally, the
window well cover may be missing, damaged, or improperly installed, allowing rain and snow to accumulate directly

against the window.

Immediate steps you should take include checking if water is actively entering (if so, place buckets and towels to
protect your basement), clearing any visible debris from the window well, and ensuring your downspouts are
directing water at least 6 feet away from the foundation. Look for obvious issues like damaged caulking around the

window frame or cracks in the window well walls.

However, this isn't typically a DIY fix beyond emergency water management. Proper diagnosis requires
determining whether the issue is exterior drainage, window well construction, the window itself, or foundation
settling. In Ottawa's clay soil conditions, foundation movement can create gaps that weren't there when the window
was installed. Professional waterproofing may involve excavating around the window well, installing proper

drainage systems, or even replacing the window with a properly sealed unit.

Don't delay addressing this issue - water infiltration can quickly lead to mold growth in Ottawa's humid summers
and can compromise your foundation's integrity over our freeze-thaw cycles. For a proper assessment of your

specific situation and a permanent solution, contact Ottawa Basements for a free consultation.

Can we fix a poorly finished basement without gutting the whole thing?
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Yes, many poorly finished basements can be significantly improved without complete demolition, though

the extent depends on what specific issues you're dealing with and how the original work was done.

The key is identifying which problems are cosmetic versus structural or code-related. Surface-level issues like
outdated paneling, worn carpeting, poor paint jobs, or basic lighting can often be addressed with targeted updates.
You might be able to install new flooring over existing subfloors, add proper lighting fixtures, update wall coverings,

and improve the overall aesthetic without major demolition.

However, hidden problems require more investigation. If the basement has moisture issues, inadequate
insulation, electrical work that doesn't meet current Ontario Electrical Code standards, or missing vapor barriers,
these foundational problems need addressing first. Poor ventilation, insufficient ceiling height for current Building
Code requirements, or improperly installed drywall might require more extensive work. The good news is that even

these issues can sometimes be fixed in phases rather than all at once.

Ottawa's climate makes moisture control particularly critical in basement renovations. If the original finishing
was done without proper waterproofing or vapor barriers, you'll likely see signs like musty odors, water stains, or
mold growth. These issues must be resolved before any cosmetic improvements, but often don't require gutting

everything - sometimes strategic removal of affected areas is sufficient.

Professional assessment is crucial for determining your options. An experienced basement contractor can
identify which elements can stay, what needs upgrading to current Ontario Building Code standards, and how to
phase the work to minimize disruption and cost. Some electrical updates might require ESA permits, and any

structural changes definitely need proper permits through the City of Ottawa.

Start with a thorough inspection to document existing conditions, then prioritize improvements based on safety,
functionality, and budget. Many homeowners are surprised to learn they can achieve dramatic improvements with

strategic updates rather than starting from scratch.

For a professional assessment of your basement's potential and renovation options, Ottawa Basements offers free

consultations to help you understand what's possible within your budget and timeline.

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by Ottawa Basements. It does not constitute professional
advice. Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any construction or
renovation project. Information is current as of March 1, 2026 and may change. Visit ottawabasements.com for the latest
answers.
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