Narrator: Although the water has receded from last month’s flash flooding in the District of Columbia, the cleanup continues for some area residents. Dr. Andrew Schamess, Senior Deputy Director for Primary Care Prevention and Planning with the D.C. Department of Health says that residents should be on the lookout for mold.

Dr. Schamess: Where there’s standing water, a number of health hazards can occur. One is mold. Especially if there’s flooding in areas that are also furnished with carpet, etc. Those things tend to hold on to water, and that’s an environment where mold can grow. Molds tend to like moist environments, so it’s exactly that waterlogged carpet or old wood that may absorb or hold on to water that may harbor mold spores. And mold can then cause some health problems.

Narrator: Dr. Schamess explains why mold can cause health hazards.

Dr. Schamess: When you breathe in molds, especially in a high concentration, they can lead to allergic reactions. Your body tends to react to it as a foreign entity and so it mounts an immune response. That can cause anything from, in relatively healthy people, a little bit of coughing and sniffling and allergic symptoms that they might not generally be used to, but in somebody who has lung disease or who is particularly sensitive to allergies it can cause respiratory distress and more severe allergic problems. In addition there are a few molds that are human pathogens. They would only affect people who are immune-compromised, and they ought to be particularly careful to avoid being in waterlogged environments where there might be mold spores.

Narrator: Residents should follow certain guidelines when cleaning to prevent mold from developing. 

Dr. Schamess: Clean all surfaces that might be growing mold – that would be any surface that can absorb or hold water. In particular, we think of carpeting and we think of unvarnished wood, upholstered furniture, things like that. If it’s something you can remove and wash, you should do that. Simply throw your upholstery in the washing machine. Otherwise, use a non-ammonia soap – that’s a soap without ammonia – or a detergent in hot water. You want to scrub all contaminated surfaces with soap or detergent. If we’re talking about walls, you want to use a stiff brush. You want to use a good deal of cleaning solution. The best cleaning solution would be something that is bactericidal – that means that it is a cleansing agent that has a chemical that kills molds and bacteria. Then you want to rinse with clear water. Finally, what you want to do is apply household bleach to the surface, so that once you’ve done one cleaning and scrubbing, you then bleach it – one or two cups of bleach to one gallon of water.

Narrator: Dr. Schamess says it’s a good idea to take precautions when cleaning moldy areas.

Dr. Schamess: The first precaution is that people that are susceptible to mold-related illnesses should not be doing this cleaning. For the rest of people, generally it should be safe to clean. If desired, it is certainly possible to get a surgical facemask, which is protective. It will keep most molds and spores out of your mouth and airways. We would also recommend wearing gloves, especially if you’re in an area where with the flooding, there may be sewage backed up or any other dangerous waterborne contaminant. Certainly, if you’re if in a space where you can open windows, use fans and try to clear any debris out of the air. 

Narrator: For more information on cleaning up after the flooding, visit the DC Department of Health’s Web site at www.dchealth.com.

