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The Hidden Ice Dam

By Alan Powell

e have all cursed when
we've had to wipe water
off the coffee table that
was caused by the con-
densation from a cold drink. That water
ring may or may not go away, but water
caused by condensation inside the walls
of a home can definitely leave a mark. As
a REALTOR®, your concern is that your
client’s home may have to be completely
rebuilt if condensation is rampant.

Just about everyone in the northern
climates will notice condensation on win-
dows in the winter. A window that is just
cold and has condensation on the window
glass is a sign the living conditions in the
home are too humid. Lower the humidity
and open the shades, so the condensation
will dissipate into the air. Now, if the win-
dow curtains are blowing in the breeze
when the window is closed, take note of
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what the curtain is telling you. The win-
dow is leaking air, called an air bypass.
Even small air leaks are concerning. Not
only is the homeowner paying more for
energy, but air leaks and interior humid-
ity can create ice dams. If you can see an
accumulation of ice, it could be like an
iceberg - more ice and a larger problem
hidden from your view.

When the curtain is moving in the
breeze, cold air is coming in, but the op-
posite happens when the furnace kicks
on. Positive air pressure from the fur-
nace pushes the warm, humid air outside
through the same gaps where the cold
air comes in. When the air reaches that
magical dew point, ice will form. This is
usually along the outside edge of the gap
between the sash and frame. This is when
serious condensation problems begin.

During the day, air temperatures will
change and the on/off cycle of the furnace
will cause a freeze and melt cycle. When
the iceberg melts, the resulting water is
looking for a place to go. Unfortunately,
the melt starts on the inside portion of
the iceberg and may not melt all the way
to the outside. This iceberg has now cre-
ated an ice dam (and you thought they
only occurred on roofs), Now, when the
iceberg melts, the ice dam will force it to
either be absorbed by the wood sash of
the window eventually rotting the sash,
drain into the wall cavity below the win-
dow through the corner sill/ jamb joints
(where metal or vinyl cladding transi-
tions to wood) or occur at the operating
hardware and alarm penetrations causing
rot in the walls of the home.

Window ice dams are found on all
types of windows. Any window that has
a separate sash can be a problem if there
is a bad seal between the sash and win-
dow frame. It is the open, non-sealed
gap that causes the air bypass problem.
Even if the homeowner is very con-
scious about maintaining low humidity

levels in the winter, when the tempera-
ture drops to -20 degrees, an ice dam can
be created if an air bypass is occurring
through the window.

An ice dam on a window or door is
usually not seen or noticed. Most people
don’t sleep with a window open dur-
ing the winter, so windows rarely get
opened. Windows with ice dams can
probably not be opened during the win-
ter because they are frozen shut. Howev-
er, if the window can be opened, a visual
inspection of the bottom of the sash will
usually show the problem.

REALTORS® representing buyers need
to pay attention to this problem because
most home inspectors are not even aware
of window ice dams. If they are opening
windows, they generally are determin-
ing if the window is operative and can be
secured, They usually do not inspect the
bottom of the window sashes for stains or
rot unless it is obvious. They may call out
a rotted sash, but you need to make sure
they are calling out possible water dam-
age in the wall cavity below the window.
When staining or rot is found in the home
they should be looking at the condition of
the compression seals installed to prevent
air bypass on all the windows. Make sure
the inspector inspects.

The only way to effectively determine
if air bypass is a real problem is with a
blower door test, De-pressurizing a home
will show where air bypass is a problem.
If sash rot is found, blower door testing
along with an intrusive moisture test
should be recommended.

If you are working to list a home, don’t
just walk to the door of a room, look in
and say, “Nice room.” Walk around, open
a few windows and look at the window
sills. If you see staining, a closer, more
thorough inspection (preferably pre-sale)
is recommended. You may not want to be
listing a Titanic if the windows are mak-
ing icebergs.



