Most homeowners call for help when they see a symptom, not the cause. The hardwoods start cupping. A hairline
crack becomes a step crack. The crawl space smells like a damp basement after a storm and the HVAC begins to
sweat. Those signs matter, but the best fix starts before the first sales appointment. If you understand the physics
under your house, the structure carrying it, and how to stage the work, you can steer the project and your budget

instead of letting panic do it for you.

| have crawled under hundreds of homes, from 1890s brick over clay to modern slabs on fill that still hasn't fully
consolidated. | have watched encapsulations thrive for a decade because the drainage was right, and | have seen
brand new liners buckle because a downspout dumped fifty gallons an hour at the corner. The three insights

below will help you separate noise from signal, ask better questions, and hire the right crew for the right work.

First, understand what encapsulation really fixes

Crawl space encapsulation is a moisture control system with a structural side effect. It is not a structural repair by
itself. When you encapsulate crawlspace areas properly, you install a thick vapor barrier across the floor and up
the walls, seal vents and penetrations, control liquid water with drains and a sump where needed, and condition
the air inside that space with a dehumidifier or supply air. The goal is to decouple the crawl from the wet ground
and the outdoors, keep relative humidity in a healthy band, and stop the foundation repair experts stack effect

from pulling damp air into living spaces.

The physics is simple but unforgiving. Soil constantly gives off moisture. Open vents can admit humid summer air
that condenses on cool ducts and joists. In many regions, from the Mid-Atlantic to the Gulf Coast, summertime
outdoor air at 80 percent humidity runs through a crawl and leaves surfaces wet enough to grow mold in days.
The wood in your floor system becomes a moisture reservoir. By autumn, joists can measure 18 to 22 percent
moisture content, well above the threshold for fungal activity. The fix is to reduce vapor transmission from the

ground, block outside air, and then dial the internal conditions to a stable 45 to 55 percent relative humidity.

On the ground, that means a continuous barrier, seams sealed, piers wrapped, and terminations mechanically
fastened. | prefer 12 to 20 mil reinforced liners, not the cheap 6 mil poly from a big box store that tears the first
time you slide a water heater across it. The liner should be sealed to the perimeter with a compatible adhesive
and a termination strip, not just duct tape. If the walls are masonry, a closed cell foam or rigid insulation on the

interior is often paired with the liner to manage condensation, especially in climates with cold winters.

Liquid water needs its own plan. If the crawl gets wet after heavy rain, you need a perimeter drain and a sump
pump, which is basement waterproofing work even if it is physically in a crawl. A single 1/3 horsepower pump is
usually enough for a typical ranch, but volume and head height drive the real spec. Put it in a basin with a tight
lid to control odors and fit a sealed discharge. If you have a history of power outages, add a battery backup
pump that can run for hours. A $900 backup kit is cheaper than replacing saturated insulation and mold

remediation every few years.

Dehumidification is the final piece, not the first. Do not buy the biggest shiny unit on the shelf and expect it to
overcome open vents and wet soil. The right capacity depends on volume, leakage, and latent load. In many
houses, a 70 to 100 pint per day crawl space unit keeps things steady. Pipe the condensate to the sump or an
exterior line with slope, and allow service access. | like to see a digital data logger installed for the first season to

validate that the system holds 45 to 55 percent RH through wet months.

A quick story shows how sequencing matters. A family in Raleigh called because their new baby’s nursery smelled

musty. Three contractors pushed them to encapsulate crawl space areas immediately. They had gutters that
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terminated at the foundation and a front bed with landscape fabric trapping water. We rerouted downspouts 10
feet out, cut a shallow swale along the front, and waited two storms. The crawl dropped 10 percentage points in
humidity before we touched it. After that, we encapsulated and added a modest dehumidifier. Three years later,
the meter still reads 48 to 52 percent in August. The budget went further because we handled water outside the

house first.

If your basement shares walls with a vented crawl or sits in a high water table, tie the systems together mentally
even if they are physically separate. Basements transfer moisture to adjacent spaces. Proper basement
waterproofing with an interior drain, sump pump, and wall sealant often calms a crawl space indirectly. This is
why searching “foundation repair near me” or “basement waterproofing” yields different companies with

overlapping scopes. You want one that understands both, or a pair that will coordinate.

Second, separate structural distress from movement you can live with

Not every crack belongs in a foundation repairs file, and not every uneven floor just needs shimming. Wood

shrinks and swells by season. Brick expands and contracts. Slabs curl. A good contractor reads the patterns.

Here’'s how | think through it on a walkaround. Vertical cracks that are hairline and fairly uniform often come from
normal shrinkage as concrete cures. They rarely threaten the structure. Step cracks in block that widen at the top
or bottom and continue around corners are more worrisome. Stair-step cracks coupled with doors sticking and
gaps at trim suggest differential settlement or heave. Long diagonal cracks above windows on brick veneer might

reflect lintel movement more than foundation failure. Efflorescence lines in a basement can show a historic water

line.

Soil matters. Expansive clays in places like Dallas or Denver drive seasonal movement. In those areas, a slab or
pier and beam house can rise and fall a half inch or more with moisture swings, and many homes are built to
tolerate it. On fill, especially poorly compacted fill, settlement can be progressive. Sand holds shape differently
than silt. A contractor worth hiring will ask what your yard does after heavy rains and droughts and may probe to

find the bearing layer.

Solutions fall into categories. For settlement, steel push piers or helical piers transfer load to stable soils or
bedrock. Push piers use the weight of the house to hydraulically drive sections of steel down to refusal. Helicals
look like giant screws that are torqued into soil to a designed capacity. For interior slab settlement, polyurethane

foam or cementitious grout can lift and support slabs, a process called slab jacking. For a sagging floor over a



crawl, sistering joists and adding adjustable steel columns on proper footings can restore stiffness, but only after

moisture is under control.

Here is where homeowners trip up. They call for “foundation repair near me” and get a proposal that jacks the
house back to level in a day, but the exterior grading still dumps water at the footings. Six months later, soils
soften and the cycle resumes. Or they invest in a beautiful encapsulated crawl space and then ask someone to lift
a beam two inches to close drywall cracks. If the wood has been wet for years, sudden lifts can cause more

damage than the cracks ever did. Incremental corrections with monitoring are safer for older homes.

Expect ballpark costs to vary widely by region and access. A small pier job to stabilize a settling corner could start
in the low thousands per pier, then scale with depth and workspace. A whole-house pier system can reach into
the tens of thousands. Crawl space encapsulation for a modest ranch might land anywhere from a few thousand
to well into five figures when drains, insulation, and dehumidification are included. | avoid quoting exact numbers
because soil depths, obstacles like HVAC trunks, and local codes swing the math. Use ranges as conversation

starters, not commitments.

Diagnostics should include more than eyeballing. A simple water level or laser can map floor elevations and show
whether movement is active. Crack monitors can be installed for months to document change. Moisture meters
on joists reveal whether the wood is still taking on water. If a contractor proposes foundation repairs without

documenting baseline conditions, press pause.

One more field note. | visited a 1920s bungalow with a wavy floor. The owner was braced for piers. The joists
were oversized by today’s standards, but the brick piers under the main beam were dry stacked and slightly out
of plumb. The crawl was vented and humid. We encapsulated to stabilize moisture, poured proper footings,
installed four steel columns with screw jacks, and tuned the floor a quarter turn at a time over six weeks. The

doors worked again, the plaster survived, and no heavy piering was needed. Right repair, right sequence.

Third, the order of work, access, and maintenance make or break the
outcome

Think of your house as a system. Water comes from the sky, from the ground, and from the air. Structure resists
loads and reflects those moisture conditions. Mechanical equipment moves air and can either help or hurt. When

you plan foundation repairs or basement crawl space encapsulation, the order matters.

Outside is first. Roof runoff control, grading that falls away from the house, and downspouts that discharge far
enough to matter set the stage. A four inch drop over the first ten feet of soil is a classic target for positive slope,
and it works. If you have pavements pitched toward the foundation, consider sawcuts and drains or re-pouring
sections. Mulch and landscape fabric pad water against walls, then hold it there. Break that habit. Redirect

irrigation so it waters plants, not the foundation.

Inside the crawl or basement, the next task is managing bulk water. Install or rehab interior drains, basins, and
sump pumps as needed. Test them. Add a check valve on the discharge so water doesn’t cycle back. Standby
power matters more than people admit. A common configuration is a 12 volt battery backup pump that can
move several thousand gallons on a charge. If a finished basement is at risk, step up to an inverter system that
runs your primary pump on battery for hours. These are basement waterproofing details many foundation

specialists gloss over.

Only after bulk water is managed should you encapsulate crawl space areas. If your region requires termite

inspection gaps at the top of the liner, follow that rule. It is easier to live with an inspection strip than to fight



with your pest control company forever. If you will finish a basement in the future, think about penetrations now.

Sleeving a discharge through a wall while the crew is onsite costs little and prevents Swiss cheese later.

Permits and inspections are not red tape to dodge. Structural work that changes bearing conditions, like installing
helical piers or replacing a major beam, deserves engineering review and a permit. Some municipalities require
permits for interior drains as well. | have seen real estate deals stall because an unpermitted foundation repair

raised a red flag for lenders. A permitted, inspected job defuses that problem and keeps future appraisers calm.

Access is the sleeper variable. A tight crawl with a 14 inch opening costs more to work in than a knee-high crawl
you can belly through. A basement with a steep, narrow stair is brutal for moving basins and pumps. If you can
enlarge an access or create a clean mechanical zone now, you will thank yourself and so will anyone who services

the house later.

Warranties are not all equal. Many foundation companies offer a warranty on piers that covers adjustment but
not new piers, and only if water control is maintained. Read the conditions. For encapsulation, | like to see a
workmanship warranty of several years that covers seam failures and adhesion problems, plus a manufacturer
warranty on the liner and dehumidifier. If a contractor prints a lifetime warranty in big type and hides exclusions
in tiny terms, ask them to explain how claims are handled and how often they have paid for repairs under that

warranty.

non

If you are starting your search and typing phrases like “foundation repairs near me,” “foundations repair near

me,” “foundation repair near me,” or even “encapsulated crawl.space” into your browser, use reviews as a proxy
for service after the sale, but read them critically. Look for jobs older than two years. Moisture and structure
reveal themselves over seasons, not days. A company with glowing five day old reviews can still leave you
holding the bag next spring. | also like to call the office at 4:30 pm on a rainy Friday. If a human answers and

sounds calm, that tells me more about their service culture than any slick brochure.
Here is a short pre-call checklist that keeps the first visit focused and productive:

® Gather photos of cracks, standing water, or condensation from at least two different seasons.

* Note musty odors by room and time of day, and whether doors or windows stick more after rain.
* Mark downspout locations and where they discharge, with rough distances from the foundation.
* Measure obvious floor slopes with a marble or a simple level and jot approximate changes.

® Find any prior reports, pest letters, or appraisals that mention the foundation or moisture.

You will notice the list includes both structure and moisture. Good projects tie the two. If a company insists you
can fix a crawl by just rolling out white plastic and plugging in a dehumidifier, keep interviewing. If a pier

company refuses to talk about water at all, same advice.

How long it takes and what living through the work feels like

Homeowners often ask about timelines. Barring surprises, a straightforward encapsulation in a medium crawl
takes two to four days. Add interior drains and a sump and you may extend to a week, longer if concrete cutting
or masonry patching is involved. Foundation repairs with piers can stretch from a day for a small corner to two
weeks for a complex, deep job with limited access. Expect noisy days when steel meets soil and quiet ones when

crews cut and fit liner.

Plan for disruption. Crawl space crews bring in adhesives that have an odor while they cure. Ask for low VOC
products when possible and ventilate. Sump pumps get test cycled, which means water running inside for a few

minutes at a time. If you have pets that are unitedstructuralsystems.com sensitive to noise, coordinate a room or
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a day at a friend's house. If your HVAC air handler lives in the crawl, plan around downtime, and ask the

contractor to protect equipment from dust and debris.

Payment schedules vary. | prefer a modest deposit to secure materials, a progress payment when drains and
sumps are installed and inspected, and a final payment after you and the crew do a walk through with a
hygrometer reading in hand. Avoid paying in full before anyone demonstrates how to service the filter on your

new dehumidifier or where to check the sump alarm.

The details that stretch performance for years

A few inexpensive touches extend the life and performance of both foundation and moisture work. Put a
monitored alarm on the sump basin that texts you when the water rises above a set point. If you have a finished
basement with a storage room, keep a spare pump and check valve on a shelf. Label shutoffs and outlets. Mount
the dehumidifier off the ground on a stand so minor pooling never reaches it, and secure the drain line with

proper hangers and a trap if routed to a floor drain.

Gutter maintenance is boring until it is not. Clean them twice a year at a minimum. If you live under trees, install a
guard that can be serviced, not a permanent cap that gums up and defies cleaning. Splash blocks look nice, but
extension pipes that carry water eight to ten feet out are more effective. Winter snow melt counts, too. Ice dams

can flood a foundation perimeter without a single raindrop.

Inside, keep an eye on the crawl or basement with your senses and a simple meter. Buy a basic pinless moisture
meter for wood and a hygrometer. Once a quarter, open the access and take a reading on a joist and the air. If
the numbers drift upward season over season, call your contractor before it becomes a crisis. Most companies
would rather tune a dehumidifier or re-seal a seam for a small fee than remobilize for a large job. You will save

time and money by catching trends.

Finally, realize that no system is set and forget. Piers may need occasional re-torque or adjustment, especially
after extreme drought or flood years. Encapsulation seals can tug as wood shrinks and swells. Sump pumps are
machines with moving parts. A yearly service call that checks the pump, cleans strainers, verifies discharge, and

confirms RH costs far less than the damage from a failure.

Questions that reveal the pros from the pretenders

When you interview contractors for foundation repair, basement waterproofing, or crawl space encapsulation, the
words they use and the sequence they propose tell you almost everything. Ask direct questions and expect direct

answers. These five tend to separate experience from bluff:

* |f we do nothing outside, how will this system handle heavy rain, wind-driven rain, and snow melt?

* What happens if the power goes out and stays out for eight hours, and what options do you have for

backup?

* How do you size a dehumidifier for my crawl, and what relative humidity range will you target?

¢ |f the house continues to move seasonally after piers or columns are installed, how will you monitor and
adjust?

® What parts of this work require permits or engineering, and who will handle that process?

A contractor who walks you through load paths, soil behavior, vapor drive, and code in plain language is worth

more than any coupon you found while searching “foundation repairs near me.” If they reference past projects in



similar soils or house ages, listen closely. That pattern recognition, combined with measured diagnostics, is what

you are really buying.

The overlap between basement waterproofing and foundation repair
is a feature, not a bug

Owners sometimes feel stuck choosing between firms that brand themselves as foundation repair specialists and
those that lead with basement waterproofing. The overlap exists because water, soil, and structure are
inseparable. A basement wall that leaks can bow under soil pressure. A crawl space that stays humid weakens
joists and beams, which shows up as sagging floors that look like settlement. Fixing just the symptom is like

changing tires on a car with a bent axle. The ride improves for a block or two, then the wobble returns.

The best outcomes happen when the plan spans both domains. Outside water control, inside drains and pumps
where needed, a tight and conditioned crawl, and structural reinforcement where the house has genuinely lost
bearing or stiffness. That sequence shows up in the work of reliable contractors across regions. It is not
glamorous, and it does not rely on a single miracle product. It is a coordinated set of basics done well, adjusted

to your soil, your weather, and your house.

If you keep those three truths in mind as you start making calls, the next steps get simpler. You will know why you
are encapsulating, not just that someone wants to sell you a white liner. You will be able to tell the difference
between a hairline that can be painted and a step crack that needs attention. You will put the work in the right

order and insist on serviceable access and maintenance, not just a one day transformation.

And you will feel better living over it. Floors stop moving with every storm. The house smells like the house again.
The HVAC runs drier and quieter. Your crawl becomes a clean, encapsulated crawl space you do not dread
opening, rather than a damp unknown you avoid. That peace of mind is the point of the whole exercise, and it is
earned by understanding the ground under your feet and making steady, informed decisions about what

supports your home.

UNITED STRUCTURAL SYSTEMS OF ILLINOIS, INC

2124 Stonington Ave,
Hoffman Estates, IL 60169

847-382-2882
rick@ussofil.com

Mon-Fri 8:30 am-5:00 pm
Sat-Sun By Appointment
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