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Interior French Drain Systems
SIMPLIFIED

The contractor jack hammers up the
floor. He then drills holes in the walls
to collect the water running through the
foundation walls into a four inch pipe
with holes. There is some gravel poured
around the pipe. The pipe is then connect-
ed to a covered plastic basin with a pump.
The pump then sends the water outside of
the house through a plastic pipe. The top
concrete is then replaced. The customer
then writes a very big check and cleans up
concrete dust for the next month.

When you leave an opening in the floor
to allow water to go down, the gases,
mold and radon can come up from those
openings. A house acts like a chimney
pulling air from low areas into upper
areas. That is how radon and other gases
that are under a basement floor get into
the living area of homes.

In most of these systems, there is a plas-
tic corrugated material installed between
the concrete floor and block wall. This is
installed to allow water to run into the
drain. This is referred to as “egg crate.”
There are also systems with other materi-
als and shapes that are similarly open.

By Dan Howard

Interior French Drains Can Create

Moisture and mold: The soil surrounding
the pipes and gravel installed under the concrete
is always wet. Wet soil will grow mold. The mold
spores, odor and evaporating moisture will travel
into the house through the opening in the french
drain system.

Radon: Radon normally enters homes from
small cracks and openings in a concrete floor. A
french drain system has a big opening along the
entire perimeter of the foundation. This opening
allows radon to more readily vent into the home.
If you already have a radon system installed, a
french drain system can pull combustion gases
from your appliances back into a home.

Improper water discharge points:
Installers of all types of systems often take the
discharge pipe to outside the basement directly
at the foundation edge. This saves installing the
extra pipe which would get the water down hill
away from the foundation. As a result, the water
drains into the wall and then into the drain sys-
tem. It then gets pumped to the pipe outside the
wall and the process starts all over again.

Damaged footers: Most contractor web
sites, drawings and proposals will show a pipe
system that is installed beside a footer. The work-
er with the jack hammer has a different perspec-
tive. That person needs to haul broken concrete

Wet basements are a very common household problem. They can result in mold,
odors, and damage to stored personal belongings. They can affect property value and
make sale of a property difficult. In a single word, wet basements are “yucky!”

New Problems

Common Problems Created by Open Interior French Drain Systems
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In a single word,
wet basements are

“yucky!”

Dan Howard is the owner of Envirospect. For environmental consultation call 724 443-6653.
For more information visit their website at www.EnviroSpect.com

Email questions to: Dan@EnviroSpect.com. Like us on Facebook or connect @DanHoward251.

out of the basement and mix and place new
concrete. The smaller amount of concrete
that is removed from the basement results
in less work needed to haul out and replace
it. Oopps, the worker often decides to take
out the footer.

Best Advice Before You Buy an
Interior French Drain System

First determine if an interior drainage
system is even needed. If you can fix the
water problem before it enters your home,
you will save money and not have the
disadvantages of a system. Run downspout
drains away from the house. Seal gaps at
driveways, patios and sidewalks where they
meet house walls. Grade surface water away
from the house walls. If water is still enter-
ing the basement, then consider a french
drain system

A warranty is only as good as the com-
pany. Many companies come and go in the
dewatering business. A company warranty
is not worth the paper it is written on when
a company goes out of business. Make sure
the warranty is underwritten by an insur-
ance company.

Have a sealed french drain system with
an exhaust fan installed, not an open
system.

Add a battery backup for the pump.
Power most often goes out when it is rain-
ing. Guess when you need your system the
most?

If you have a radon system in the home,
make sure the warranty for the system will
still be honored. Confirm that the system
will be restored by a certified radon profes-
sional. If you have not had a radon test, be
prepared that an open french drain system

could increase the radon in your home.

Make sure that the footings will not be
disturbed. Many installers remove portions
of the footer to reduce the amount of con-
crete work they need to do. The IRC code
specifies minimum footer sizes in section
R403.1.

What to Do If You Already Have
the Problems Caused by Open
French Drain System

All is not lost, even If you are one of
the countless thousands with one of these
systems already installed and shaking your
head singing a chorus of “A fine time to tell
me Lucille.”

Find an independent engineer, contrac-
tor or property inspector that understands
the systems and solutions to the problems
created by a french drain system. Mold, ra-
don, moisture, odor and structural damage
are all potential problems that may need
resolved. Adding the features of a sealed
system can resolve many of the sources of
the problems. Additional advice may be
needed to resolve the consequences of the
original system such as mold and structure
defects.

There are new systems that the better con-
tractors now use that are “sealed” systems.
What that means is the perimeter of the
system is sealed at the lid and walls so that
moisture, mold and radon do not vent into
the basement. Sealed systems also avoid the
issue of combustion gases from hot water
tanks, furnaces and gas dryers back vent-
ing into the home. You will find links and
information about those improved systems
in the online copy of this article at:
www.Envirospect.info/frenchdrain.
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