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 MOLD OR MILDEW?

Is mildew better than mold?  Everybody has a little mildew in his or her home, right? The long and the short of it is that mildew is mold, or at least a type of mold. To get technical about it, the term mildew really only applies to specific kinds of fungi that attack plants and some products made from plants and animals.  According to the World Book Encyclopedia, “The name comes from a Middle English word, mealdew, meaning spoiled meal.  There are two main classes that damage living plants: powdery mildew and downy mildew.”  But The World Book Encyclopedia also points out “The term mildew also can be applied generally to any fungus that grows in a damp place.”

The USEPA also offers information about mildew but tends to group mildew together with molds in general:     http://www.epa.gov/iaq/largebldgs/graphics/appenc.pdf


”Molds and mildew are fungi that grow on the surfaces of objects, within pores, and in deteriorated materials. They can cause discoloration and odor problems, deteriorate building materials, and lead to allergic reactions in susceptible individuals, as well as other health problems.”  In terms of how to identify causes of mold and mildew, the USEPA web site goes on to state: “Mold and mildew are commonly found on the exterior wall surfaces of corner rooms in heating climate locations. An exposed corner room is likely to be significantly colder than adjoining rooms, so that it has a higher relative humidity than other rooms at the same water vapor pressure. If mold and mildew growth are found in a corner room, then relative humidity next to the room surfaces is above 70%.”

If you do a search on the internet for mildew, you can find many variations. One site presents at least 18 variations on the definition of mildew, although the widely cited Wikipedia definition may be as good as any; “Mildew is a gray, mold-like growth, caused by one of two types of microorganism. In unaired places, such as a basement, it can have a strong musty odor.” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mildew
This brings us around to the original question, is mildew better than mold? Typically what we find in our bathrooms, especially around tubs and shower enclosures, is considered mildew, quite common, and controllable to some degree. But the bottom line is that mildew is a type of mold, and while mildew/mold growth is fairly common in bathrooms at some point or another, mold growth inside our living space is generally not desirable.  If you have ever done remodeling in a bathroom and discovered “dry rot” then you have actually found places that got wet, mold grew, dried up, mold stopped growing, got wet, mold grew, dried up, mold stopped growing. You get the picture. Mold does need water to grow. Liquid water is readily available for periods of time in a bathroom. But if you have periodic wetness in other parts of your home and you get mold growth, then you need to take care of such situations before they get out of hand.                              
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