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rawlspace foundations can be encountered throughout the United States. All
crawlspaces, or raised foundations, share the same common features: a footing
situated below the frost line, a foundation or stem wall around the perimeter, and a
girder and floor joist system supported by the foundation wall. Typically, crawlspaces have
a soil floor and do not provide enough clearance for an adult to stand upright. Crawlspaces
provide a unique and challenging environment for the wood destroying insect inspector to
carry out an inspection. This Library Update reviews some of the challenges encountered
in a crawlspace and provides recommendations for pest management firms.
Know What You Are Looking For
Note: For the purposes of this Library Update, wood decay fungi is not addressed, however
it is important to note that in some regions, wood decay is a organism that inspectors are
expected or required to report on the appropriate wood destroying insect infestation report. Check with your state lead agency to determine what is required in your service area.
Inspectors should be on the lookout for evidence of infestation for all types of wood
destroying insects during a crawlspace inspection; including subterranean, dampwood and
drywood termites, wood destroying beetles, carpenter bees and carpenter ants. Evidence may
include live or dead insects, insect parts, shelter tubes, frass, exit holes or the presence of wood
destroying insect damaged wood.
Inspection Challenges
The wood destroying insect inspector may encounter numerous challenges when working inside a crawlspace. In addition to cramped, damp, and dark quarters, construction
elements and practices can obscure visual inspection or make some areas inaccessible. Each
pest management firm should develop standard operating procedures and train their wood
destroying insect inspectors regarding these company policies so they are prepared for
inspection challenges such as these.
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Inspection Tools and
Personal Protective
Equipment
Basic Tools and Equipment
Flashlight
Probe
Measuring device
Coveralls
Gloves
Bump cap
Knee pads
Respiratory protection
Eye protection
Optional Tools
Camera (or other visual recording device)
Moisture meters
Scent detection canines
Inspection mirror
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Insulation
Insulation can obscure the inspector’s ability to
perform a comprehensive visual inspection. An
inspector may encounter different kinds of insulation inside a crawlspace including batted fiberglass,
sprayed-on foam, and rigid foam board insulation.
Batted fiberglass insulation is most commonly
encountered when it is affixed to the underside
of the subfloor between the floor joists or stuffed
between the joists, covering the header or band
board. Batted insulation is probably the most
commonly encountered insulation and often
obscures visual inspection of the band board,
portions of the joists and the subfloor. Removal
of batted insulation for inspection purposes,
although not difficult, can be extremely time
consuming and inconvenient.
Rigid foam board insulation is most commonly
found insulating vertical surfaces, thereby obscuring the inspector’s view of the foundation walls
and the band board. Some specialty brands of rigid
foam board insulation are impregnated with borate
insecticides to prevent termite or carpenter ants
from tunneling through it. Rigid foam board may
be affixed to the foundation wall with construction
adhesive or mechanical fasteners. This method of
insulation should be terminated at least three inches below the top of the foundation wall to allow an
“inspection window” to observe mud shelter tubes
or other evidence on the foundation wall.
Sprayed-on foam insulation is often encountered
in less predictable locations inside crawlspaces.
Inspectors report it covering everything from
foundation walls to sill plates, band boards and
occasionally obscuring the entire expanse of joists
and subfloor. Unlike batted insulation or rigid foam
board insulation, sprayed-on foam insulation is not
easily removed to provide visual access for inspection and often obscures the wood substructure of
a building and many termite entry points from the
inspector’s view.
Vapor Barriers
A vapor barrier is intended to be a physical barrier
that traps evaporating water from the crawlspace
soil beneath an impermeable barrier. Vapor barriers
prevent soil moisture from entering the crawlspace
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air, reducing the relative humidity and overall moisture in the crawlspace. It should be noted that in
structures built over a high water table, where standing water is encountered inside the crawlspace, a vapor barrier alone may be insufficient and additional
soil drainage should be considered to supplement
the vapor barrier. Historically, vapor barriers have
been installed as horizontal moisture barriers covering between 80 to 100% of the soil surface. In recent
years, with the popularization of closed crawlspaces,
vapor barriers may also be encountered extending
up the vertical surfaces of foundation walls and
piers. Vapor barriers on foundation walls may pose
similar inspection challenges as rigid foam insulation unless an “inspection window” is provided
beneath the sill plate.
Standing Water
Standing water in a crawlspace is an important
inspection obstruction. Standing water on the soil,
or pooling on top of a vapor barrier should not be
entered. Standing water may render other hazards
beneath the water invisible to the inspector and may
even pose a health risk to the inspector, especially
if the source of the water is a broken waste water
or sewage pipe. Some crawlspaces are prone to
temporary flooding after heavy rain, but regardless
of whether the standing water is due to an extreme
weather event or not, it must reported as an obstruction to the inspection, rendering all or parts of the
crawlspace inaccessible.
Low Clearance
Low clearance underneath a crawlspace is relative. An
area that may be inaccessible to one inspector may be
accessible to another inspector who is smaller in stature. According to the NPMA 33 form, “Crawlspaces (or
portions thereof) may be deemed inaccessible if there
is less than 24 inches of clearance from the bottom of
the floor joists to the surface below”. It should be noted
however that although 24 inches of clearance is noted
on the NPMA 33 form, this recommendation is not
intended to limit the scope or quality of the inspection
when the inspector can readily gain access to the area.
In other words, if the inspector can access a crawlspace
safely, it should be inspected. Further, some states may
define an inaccessible crawlspace in regulations regard-

Termite Inspection Forms
Most states recognize the NPMA 33
Wood Destroying Insect Infestation
Report for recording the results of wood
destroying insect inspections for the
purpose of real estate transactions. At the
time of printing, the following states do
not use the NPMA 33.
Alabama
Arizona
California
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Louisiana
Maryland
Mississippi
Nevada
North Carolina
Oklahoma
South Carolina
Texas
Washington
Check with the state lead agencies in your
region to make sure that you are using the
correct form.
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ing wood destroying insect inspections differently, so
pest management firms are encouraged to research
state lead agencies in their region for details regarding
crawlspace clearance questions. In addition to physical
obstructions, hazards such as the disturbance of friable
asbestos may become more likely when clearance is
limited inside a crawlspace.
Recommendations
Conducting wood destroying insect inspections
in buildings with crawlspace construction present
unique challenges for the inspector. Inspectors
must become familiar with their firm’s inspection
protocols as well as the local rules and regulations
regarding wood destroying insect inspections.
Firms should develop written inspection protocols and make them available as a ready reference.
Although each and every structure is unique, a
standardized, written inspection protocol for
performing crawlspace inspections will take the
guesswork out of the inspection process. For
instance, firms should develop a policy (in accordance with local regulations) regarding whether
or not, and to what extent, insulation should be
moved as part of inspection process. Once a firm
has developed written standard operating procedures for dealing with obstructions, these proce-
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Crawlspace with multiple obstructions and challenges.
Note the standing water, low clearance under the
vents, insulation obstructing view of sub floor and
excessive moisture. Photo credit: Don Lenegar, ABC
Termite and Pest Control, Virginia Beach, VA

Safety First—
Other Crawlspace Safety
Considerations
Crawlspaces can be damp, dark, dirty and
potentially dangerous places. Be on the lookout for potential hazards including exposed,
or low-hanging wires which could pose a potential shock or electrocution hazard. Never
touch or brush against exposed asbestos.
A bump cap will protect your scalp from
contusions and scrapes. Never enter pooling
or standing water inside a crawlspace, not
only may it be contaminated with disease
causing pathogens, it may obscure other
dangers such as broken glass or exposed
nails. Wildlife may also be a potential hazard
which could obstruct your ability to perform
an inspection. Opposums, snakes or other
nuisance wildlife should be removed according to local, state and federal regulations
before completing the inspection process.
Whenever you encounter these potentially
hazardous conditions, report it
on the inspection form and alert
your supervisor.

dures should be followed each and every time a
wood destroying insect inspection is performed.
Documentation is one of the most important
parts of the inspection process. Signs of infestation, the presence or absence of wood destroying
insect damage, conducive conditions and inaccessible or obstructed areas should all be carefully
recorded in the inspection report. Details regarding obstructions or inaccessible areas may be
recorded in Section IV of the NPMA 33 form and
the “additional comments” section may be used
for additional details. Challenges encountered during the inspection that impeded the ability of the
inspector to perform a complete visual inspection
should be documented and may be included on
the inspection diagram, or in a written report. The
exact location, type and extent of the obstruction
should be noted. Although crawlspace inspections
can be a difficult and dirty job with many potential
challenges, complete and thorough documentation
of inspection findings, including those areas that
are inaccessible, will protect the inspector when
obstructions are encountered that make visual
inspections difficult or impossible.
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