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Chapter 1: That White Stuff Isn't Mold — It's 

Salt

Let's  start  with  the  good news,  because  it's  the  first  thing 

every homeowner asks me when they call about white stains 

on their brick wall. That white powdery stuff is almost never 

mold. It's salt. Plain, ordinary, mineral salt — the same kind 

of chemistry that leaves white rings in your coffeepot. In the 

trade  we  call  it  efflorescence,  and  it's  one  of  the  most 

common things I see on brick in Texas.

Efflorescence is the white, powdery, sometimes fluffy-looking 

deposit that forms on the face of brick, mortar, and stone. It 

can be a faint haze you barely notice until  the light hits it 

right,  or it  can be a thick, crusty white coating that makes 

your whole wall look like it snowed in one spot. Either way, 

it's the visible end of a simple chain of events: water gets into 

your masonry, dissolves the soluble salts that are naturally 

present in the brick and mortar, carries them to the surface, 

and evaporates — leaving the salts behind on the face of the 

wall.

Brick efflorescence removal  starts  with understanding that 



the white deposit itself is cosmetic.  The salt on the surface 

doesn't hurt the brick. What matters is what the salt is telling 

you: water has been moving through your wall. And water 

moving through your wall  is  always worth understanding, 

because the water can do things the salt can't.

I've been doing this fifty years, and I can tell you that most 

homeowners handle efflorescence one of  two wrong ways. 

The first wrong way is panic — assuming the white stuff is 

mold or that the wall is rotting and needs to be replaced. It 

isn't. Efflorescence doesn't affect the structural strength of a 

properly fired brick. There are Roman buildings standing two 

thousand  years  that  show  it.  The  second  wrong  way  is 

ignoring it — scrubbing it off or waiting for rain to wash it 

away  without  asking  where  the  water  came  from.  Either 

response misses the point. The white stains are a symptom, 

and smart homeowners treat the symptom and read it.

This book will teach you both. You'll learn what efflorescence 

is  and  what  it  isn't,  how  to  clean  it  off  your  brick  safely 

without damaging anything, how to shut off the water source 

so it doesn't come back, and how to tell when the white stains 

are pointing at a bigger problem that needs a professional. By 

the end, you'll know more about efflorescence than most of 



the contractors bidding on your work — which is exactly the 

point of these books.

One more thing before we start.  When I say "efflorescence 

removal brick" work, I don't mean just wiping down a wall. I 

mean the full  job:  cleaning it  right,  finding the water,  and 

fixing  the  source.  Anyone  can  scrub  salt  off  brick.  A 

professional makes it stay gone. That's the standard this book 

holds.



Chapter 2: How It Gets There — Water, Salt, 

and the Highway Between Them

Efflorescence needs three things to exist, and understanding 

all three is how you stop it. They are: soluble salts, water, and 

a path for the water to travel  through the masonry to the 

surface. Take away any one of the three and the white stains 

stop.

The salts. Brick, mortar, sand, and even the water used to 

mix the mortar all contain soluble salts. They're part of the 

raw  materials.  Calcium  compounds,  sodium,  potassium, 

magnesium — these come along with the clay and the lime in 

the mortar. This is normal. Every brick ever made has some 

salt  in  it.  New  brickwork  is  especially  likely  to  show 

efflorescence in its  first  year or two,  because fresh mortar 

holds a lot of water and a lot of soluble material, and the salts 

work  their  way  out  as  the  wall  dries.  Temporary 

efflorescence  on  new  construction  is  so  common  that 

experienced  masons  barely  mention  it  —  it's  the  wall 

seasoning itself, and it usually stops on its own.

The  water. Water  is  the  engine.  Without  water  moving 



through the masonry, the salts stay locked inside, harmless 

and invisible. The water can come from a lot of places, and 

this is where the detective work starts. Rain driven against 

the  wall.  Sprinkler  overspray  hitting  the  brick  every 

morning.  Roof  runoff  from  a  missing  or  clogged  gutter. 

Ground  water  wicking  up  from  the  soil  through  capillary 

action. A plumbing leak inside the wall cavity. Condensation. 

On a brick veneer home — which is what most of DFW is 

built with — the wall is a single wythe of brick with an air 

gap behind it, and water that gets into that cavity can travel a 

long way before it finds its way back out through the brick 

face.

The path. Brick and mortar are porous. That's not a defect — 

it's  how masonry  breathes.  Water  moves  through the  tiny 

pores by capillary action, the same way a paper towel pulls 

up spilled coffee. As the water travels toward the surface and 

evaporates,  it  carries  the dissolved salts  with it.  When the 

water  reaches  the  outside  face  and  dries  out,  the  salts 

crystallize on the surface. That's your white powder.

Here's  the  part  that  matters  for  Texas:  our  climate  is  an 

efflorescence  machine.  Hot  days  drive  evaporation  hard, 

which pulls water — and salts — to the surface faster. Cold 



dry snaps in winter do the same thing in reverse: cold dry air 

draws moisture out of the wall aggressively, which is why a 

lot of homeowners first notice the white stains in late fall or 

winter  after  a  rain.  Irrigation  is  the  other  Texas  factor.  A 

sprinkler head that hits the brick every morning is running a 

salt-delivery service straight to your wall.  I'll  come back to 

sprinklers  in  Chapter  7  because  they're  the  single  most 

common fixable source I find.

There's  also  a  more  serious  cousin  worth  knowing  about, 

called cryptoflorescence — the same salts crystallizing inside 

the masonry instead of on the surface. When salts crystallize 

inside the pores, they expand, and that expansion can pop 

the face off the brick. That's spalling, and we'll deal with it in 

Chapter  9.  The visible  white  powder on the surface  is  the 

harmless version. The hidden version is the one that damages 

brick.



Chapter 3: Efflorescence vs. Everything Else It 

Could Be

Before you clean anything, make sure you know what you're 

looking  at.  White  stains  on  a  brick  house  have  several 

possible causes, and the fix for each one is different. Cleaning 

the wrong thing the wrong way wastes your time at best and 

damages the wall at worst.

Efflorescence — the  white  powder  on  brick  we're  talking 

about. It's dry, powdery or crystalline, sits on the surface, and 

brushes off with a dry hand or a stiff brush. It doesn't smell. It 

appears where water has been moving and drying. If you can 

wipe it away with your fingertip and it feels like chalk dust, 

it's efflorescence.

Mold and mildew — the thing homeowners fear most. Mold 

on brick is usually green, gray, brown, or black, and it grows 

in consistently damp, shaded areas — the north side of the 

house, under dense trees, near a leaking hose bib. Mold feels 

slimy or fuzzy, not powdery, and it's usually accompanied by 

a musty smell. Efflorescence is a mineral deposit; mold is a 

living organism. If your white stain is actually greenish-gray 



and smeary, you're dealing with organic growth, not salt — 

and the fix is different (cleaning plus sunlight, drainage, and 

sometimes trimming back vegetation).

Lime bloom (calcium carbonate staining) — a close cousin 

of  efflorescence  that  confuses  a  lot  of  people.  Lime bloom 

comes  from  free  lime  in  the  mortar  being  carried  to  the 

surface by water, where it reacts with carbon dioxide in the 

air and forms calcium carbonate — hard, white, and much 

more  stubborn  than  efflorescence.  The  key  difference: 

efflorescence  brushes  off;  lime bloom doesn't.  Lime bloom 

forms a hard crust  that's  bonded to the surface.  It  usually 

needs an acid-based cleaner to remove. If your white stain 

laughed at the dry brush, you may be looking at lime bloom, 

not efflorescence.

Mortar haze and construction staining — on newer homes, 

a  thin  white  or  gray  film  across  the  brick  can  be  mortar 

smear  left  over  from  construction  —  the  mason's  trowel 

marks that never got cleaned off. This looks like a uniform 

haze  rather  than patchy  deposits,  and  it  doesn't  brush  off 

because it's mortar, not salt. New-construction haze usually 

needs a proper masonry cleaner.

Paint and coating failure — white flaking on a painted brick 



wall  isn't  efflorescence,  it's  paint  losing  adhesion,  often 

because moisture got  behind it.  Don't  try to "clean" failing 

paint  —  that's  a  paint  and  moisture  problem,  not  a  salt 

problem.

Here's a simple field test I teach homeowners: the dry-finger 

test. Wipe the white area with a dry fingertip. If it comes off 

as dry powder — efflorescence. If it smears and feels greasy 

— organic growth or pollution grime. If it doesn't move at all 

and feels hard — lime bloom or mortar haze. That one test 

tells you which chapter of this book you need, and it'll keep 

you from buying the wrong cleaner.

One more diagnostic worth mentioning: location tells a story. 

Efflorescence low on the wall near the ground usually means 

water  wicking  up  from  the  soil  or  splashing  back  off  the 

grade. White stains under a window or at the top of a wall 

often mean failed flashing or a gutter problem above. Stains 

in a band across the wall can trace a sprinkler's reach. Stains 

everywhere on a new home usually mean new-construction 

salts working out. Read the location and you've got a head 

start on the source.



Chapter 4: When It Shows Up in Texas — New 

Homes, Sprinklers, and Winter

Let me walk you through the patterns I see over and over in 

Texas, because efflorescence on a brick house here follows a 

few predictable scripts.

The new home. A family moves into a new build in Frisco or 

Mansfield,  and  within  the  first  year  white  patches  start 

blooming on the brick. They call me worried. Nine times out 

of ten, this is new-construction efflorescence — the mortar in 

the wall is still curing and drying out, construction moisture 

is still working its way through the system, and the salts are 

riding along. My honest advice on new homes: clean it  off 

with a dry brush, keep the water sources managed (we'll get 

to that), and give the wall a full year or two of seasons before 

you spend money on sealants or professional treatment. Most 

new-construction efflorescence burns  itself  out  as  the  wall 

dries. The exception is if the white stains keep getting worse 

after the second year, or if they're concentrated in one area 

—  then  there's  an  active  water  source,  and  it's  time  to 

investigate.



The sprinkler zone. This is the big one in Texas. Our lawns 

need water,  our  sprinklers  run often,  and sprinkler  heads 

drift,  overshoot,  or  get  knocked  out  of  alignment  by  the 

mower.  The  result  is  a  fine  spray  hitting  the  brick  every 

morning for months. Every cycle deposits a little more salt. I 

can spot sprinkler-caused efflorescence from the street: it's in 

a  band at  the  height  the  spray  reaches,  heaviest  near  the 

head,  fading  as  you  move  away.  The  fix  is  almost  free  — 

adjust  or  relocate  the  head,  put  in  a  drip  line  near  the 

foundation,  or  add  a  deflector.  I've  watched  homeowners 

spend hundreds  on cleaning  when a  five-minute  sprinkler 

adjustment would have ended the problem.

The winter bloom. A North Texas homeowner calls me in 

December:  "My  brick  turned  white  overnight."  What 

happened is a cold, dry air mass moved in after a rain. The 

dry air pulls moisture out of the wall fast, the salts come with 

it, and the white deposits appear in a matter of days. This is 

seasonal and normal. Clean it off in spring when the wall has 

dried out, and don't panic.

The  chimney. Chimneys  are  efflorescence  magnets.  They 

take the full brunt of rain, they go through constant heating 

and  cooling  cycles,  and  the  flue  gases  add  their  own 



chemistry to the mix. White stains on a chimney are common 

and usually benign — but a chimney is also where flashing, 

crowns, and caps live, so white staining up there is worth a 

look to make sure the flashing is intact and the crown isn't 

cracked. If  the stains are heavy and the mortar joints look 

deteriorated, the chimney may need repointing — the failed 

mortar is letting in the water that's carrying the salt.

The retaining wall and the planter. Landscape walls, raised 

planters,  and brick edging sit  in soil  that's wet a lot of the 

time. Water moves through them constantly, so efflorescence 

is  practically  a  lifestyle  for  these  structures.  Regular  dry 

brushing is  usually all  they need — but if  the wall  is  also 

bowing,  cracking,  or  losing  mortar,  that's  a  structural 

conversation, not a salt conversation.

After  a  storm  or  a  leak. When  efflorescence  appears 

suddenly in one spot after a big rain or a plumbing event, it's 

the wall telling you where the water went. A roof leak that 

soaks the wall cavity, a broken pipe, a window that wasn't 

flashed right — the water travels, dries, and leaves its calling 

card in white.  If  the stain is  new,  localized,  and appeared 

after a weather event, find the water entry point before you 

clean.  The  stain  is  evidence.  Don't  destroy  the  evidence 



before you've read it.



Chapter 5: How to Clean Efflorescence — 

Safely, Without Hurting the Brick

Now the practical part: how to clean efflorescence off your 

brick.  The good news is  that  the safest  method is  also the 

simplest, and it's free.

Step one: dry brush. Start with a stiff dry bristle brush — a 

deck  brush or  a  masonry  brush from the  hardware  store. 

Brush the deposits  off the dry wall,  working from the top 

down so the salts  fall  away from the cleaned area.  Collect 

what comes off with a dustpan or a shop vacuum so the salts 

don't just sit at the base of the wall and get drawn back in. 

This sounds too simple to work, but for true efflorescence it 

handles the majority of cases. The Clay Brick Association and 

masonry institutes around the world agree: dry brushing a 

dry wall is the first and best removal method. Don't wet the 

wall first — hosing it down dissolves the salts right back into 

the brick, and they'll reappear when it dries. Wetting first is 

the  single  most  common  mistake  homeowners  make  with 

efflorescence.

Step two: wait and see. After dry brushing, leave the wall 



alone through a dry spell and see if the white comes back. If 

it was new-construction salt working its way out, it may not 

return,  or  it  may  return  lighter  each  time.  Patience  is  a 

legitimate treatment. Masonry guidance is consistent on this: 

efflorescence on new brickwork often needs no treatment at 

all  beyond  brushing,  because  it's  a  natural,  temporary 

process.

Step three: the vinegar wash. If dry brushing doesn't clear 

it, the next step up is a mild acid — and the mildest one in 

your  kitchen  is  distilled  white  vinegar.  Wet  the  wall  with 

clean water first (this is the one time you wet it — saturating 

the brick keeps the acid on the surface instead of letting it 

soak in), apply the vinegar with a brush or sprayer, let it sit 

for  a  few  minutes,  scrub,  and  rinse  thoroughly.  Vinegar 

handles light efflorescence and some lime staining. Rinse well 

— you don't want acid residue sitting on the brick.

Step  four:  commercial  efflorescence  removers. For 

stubborn deposits that laugh at vinegar, the masonry supply 

shelf  has  purpose-made  efflorescence  cleaners  —  buffered 

acid blends designed for brick and mortar. These work, and 

they're  safer  than  raw  muriatic  acid  for  a  homeowner  to 

handle.  Follow  the  label  exactly:  pre-wet  the  wall,  apply, 



dwell  time,  scrub,  rinse  thoroughly,  and  neutralize  if  the 

product calls  for it.  Wear gloves and eye protection.  These 

products are acids — respect them. One important note from 

the trade: acid and alkaline treatments add to the total salt 

content  of  the wall,  so  they're  a  second resort,  not  a  first. 

Every  chemical  cleaning  is  a  trade-off,  which  is  why  dry 

brushing comes first.

What NOT to do. Three things damage brick during cleaning, 

and I see all three regularly.

First, don't use a high-pressure washer. A pressure washer 

can strip the face off the brick — literally eroding the hard 

outer skin that protects the softer interior. Once that face is 

gone,  the  brick  absorbs  more  water,  which  means  more 

efflorescence, more freeze damage, and a shorter wall life. If 

a  contractor  proposes  pressure-washing  your  brick,  make 

him  explain  his  pressure  setting  and  his  nozzle,  or  find 

another  contractor.  Soft  washing  at  low  pressure  is  a 

different thing; blasting is destruction.

Second, don't use raw muriatic acid straight from the jug. 

Muriatic  acid  is  the  nuclear  option.  It  will  remove  the 

efflorescence, and it can also burn the mortar, discolor the 

brick,  and etch everything it  touches.  If  you ever use it,  it 



must be diluted,  the wall  must be pre-wet,  and it  must be 

neutralized  and  rinsed  —  and  honestly,  for  most 

homeowners,  the  commercial  buffered  products  are  the 

smarter choice.

Third, don't seal the wall before it's clean and dry. Sealing 

over efflorescence traps the salts under the coating. Sealing a 

damp wall traps the moisture inside. Either mistake makes 

the  problem  worse.  Cleaning  comes  first,  drying  comes 

second, sealing comes last — and only with the right kind of 

sealer, which we'll cover in Chapter 8.

A note on timing: clean efflorescence in dry weather, on a dry 

wall, when you've got a few dry days ahead. Cleaning right 

before a rainstorm is wasted effort — the rain will just restart 

the salt cycle on a freshly cleaned surface.



Chapter 6: When to Call a Pro — and What 

Efflorescence Removal Costs

Most efflorescence is a homeowner job: a brush, a Saturday 

morning,  done.  But  there  are  times  when  calling  a 

professional  is  the  right  move,  and  times  when  the  white 

stains are the least of what's going on.

Call  a  pro when: the deposits  are heavy,  hard,  and won't 

respond  to  dry  brushing  or  vinegar  —  that  may  be  lime 

bloom or mortar haze that needs professional-grade cleaners 

and experience. When the efflorescence keeps coming back 

after  you've  fixed  the  obvious  water  sources  —  there's  a 

hidden source, and finding it  takes trained eyes. When the 

white staining covers large areas of wall and you're looking 

at  days  of  ladder  work  —  a  pro  crew  with  the  right 

equipment does in hours what takes you a weekend. When 

the brick faces are spalling, flaking, or crumbling along with 

the white deposits — that's salt damage inside the brick, and 

it  needs  a  mason's  assessment.  And  when  the  staining 

appeared suddenly in one area and you can't find the water 

source — a pro can trace it.



What does  professional  efflorescence removal  cost? Let 

me  give  you  the  2026  ranges  the  way  the  industry  data 

reports them, with the honest caveat that every job depends 

on size, access, and severity.

Basic professional brick cleaning starts around $100 for small 

areas — a single wall section, a chimney face, a planter wall. 

Full  professional  brick  cleaning  on  a  house  typically  runs 

$300  to  $800  depending  on  the  area  and  the  method. 

Dedicated  efflorescence  removal  —  chemical  treatment  of 

affected areas — is priced around $6 to $7.25 per square foot 

by  service  companies,  usually  with  a  minimum  charge 

around $150. Affected-area chemical treatment by a masonry 

contractor runs about $50 to $90 per hour of labor on top of 

materials.

But here's the thing I tell every homeowner: the cleaning is the cheap 

part. The expensive part is whatever the water is doing. If the 

efflorescence is coming from failed flashing, a cracked chimney crown, 

deteriorated mortar joints, or a drainage problem, the cleaning might 

be $200 and the source repair might be $1,200. A contractor who 

quotes you the cleaning without asking where the water comes from is 

selling you a haircut for a headache. Get the source diagnosed in the 

same visit. Any honest masonry contractor will do both — and if you're 

in Texas, [brick cleaning and 

restoration](https://championbrickrepair.com) is the kind of combined 



job we quote as one scope, not two surprises.

What  moves  the  price. Size  of  the  affected  area  is  the 

obvious one. Access is the hidden one — second-story work, 

steep roofs,  landscaping in the way, all  add labor. Severity 

matters: light powdery efflorescence is a brush-and-rinse job; 

heavy lime bloom needs chemical dwell time and sometimes 

multiple passes. And the source repair, if there is one, is its 

own line  item — get  it  itemized  so  you can  see  what  the 

cleaning costs and what the fix costs.

Getting a good bid. Ask three questions: What method are 

you using to clean,  and why that method for my staining? 

What  do  you think the  water  source  is,  and is  the  source 

repair in this bid or separate? And what happens if the white 

comes back in six months? A contractor who can answer all 

three specifically — naming the method, naming the source, 

and standing behind the work — is the one you hire. Vague 

answers on any of the three mean keep looking.



Chapter 7: Shutting Off the Water — Fixing 

the Source So It Doesn't Come Back

Cleaning efflorescence without fixing the water source is like 

mopping the floor with the faucet  running.  The white will 

come back.  This  chapter  is  the  one  that  actually  ends  the 

problem.

Sprinklers. I keep coming back to these because they're the 

number  one  fixable  source  in  Texas.  Walk  your  sprinkler 

zones  while  they  run.  Any  head  hitting  the  brick  gets 

adjusted,  redirected,  or  replaced  with  a  drip  emitter.  The 

general  rule:  no  spray  should  touch  the  house.  If  your 

landscaping  beds  run  right  up  against  the  brick,  consider 

converting the heads nearest the house to drip irrigation — it 

waters  the  plants  without  misting  the  wall.  This  one  fix 

resolves more efflorescence callbacks than everything else in 

this chapter combined.

Gutters and downspouts. Water coming off the roof has to 

go  somewhere,  and "down the  brick"  is  not  an  acceptable 

answer. Clean your gutters — clogged gutters overflow right 

onto the wall below. Make sure downspouts discharge at least 



several  feet  away  from  the  foundation,  not  onto  a  splash 

block that throws water back at the brick. If you see white 

staining  in  a  vertical  streak  below  a  gutter  joint  or  a 

downspout,  you've  found  your  source.  In  Texas,  where  a 

single  thunderstorm  can  drop  inches  of  rain  in  an  hour, 

gutter capacity matters — undersized gutters on a big roof 

are a chronic wall-wetting machine.

Grade and drainage. The ground around your house should 

slope  away  from  the  foundation.  If  soil,  mulch,  or 

landscaping has built up against the brick over the years — 

and it does, a little every year — water sits against the wall 

instead of running off. Efflorescence low on the wall, in the 

bottom couple of feet, is the classic sign. Pull the grade back 

so there's clearance between the soil and the brick, and make 

sure water runs away from the house, not toward it. This is 

also foundation protection — the same water that carries salt 

up your brick is the water that moves Texas clay soil,  and 

moving soil cracks slabs. Two problems, one fix.

Flashing  and  penetrations. Wherever  something  passes 

through or attaches to the brick — windows, doors, hose bibs, 

vents,  electrical  boxes,  the  roofline  —  there's  flashing  or 

sealant  that's  supposed  to  keep  water  out.  When  it  fails, 



water gets into the wall cavity and eventually shows up as 

efflorescence  on  the  face,  sometimes  feet  away  from  the 

actual  entry  point.  If  the  staining  is  localized  around  a 

window or under the eaves, have the flashing and caulking 

checked. Failed caulk is a five-dollar fix that prevents a five-

hundred-dollar problem.

Weep holes. Brick veneer walls  have weep holes — small 

gaps at the base of the wall,  usually above the foundation, 

that let water drain out of the cavity behind the brick. They're 

supposed to be open. Landscaping mulch, mortar droppings 

from construction, and well-meaning homeowners fill them 

in. Blocked weep holes trap water in the cavity, and trapped 

water finds its  way out through the brick face — carrying 

salt. Check yours. They should be clear, spaced along the base 

of the wall, and never buried under mulch.

Interior sources. Sometimes the water comes from inside: a 

plumbing leak in an exterior wall,  a  shower valve leaking 

into the cavity, condensation from an uninsulated duct. If the 

efflorescence  is  on  an  interior-facing  brick  wall  or 

concentrated near plumbing, the source may be behind the 

drywall, not outside. A moisture meter — a fifty-dollar tool — 

can tell you whether the wall is wet inside. If it is, that's a 



plumber's visit before it's a mason's visit.

New construction. If your home is less than two years old 

and the efflorescence is widespread rather than localized, the 

source is probably the construction moisture itself — and the 

fix is time. Keep the sprinklers off the brick, keep the gutters 

working,  brush  off  the  deposits,  and  let  the  wall  dry  out 

through a couple of Texas summers. If  it's  still  heavy after 

year two, escalate.

Work through this  chapter  like  a  checklist,  top  to  bottom: 

sprinklers, gutters, grade, flashing, weep holes, interior. Most 

homeowners find their source in the first three. When you've 

shut off the water, clean the wall one final time — and then 

watch it through a rainy season. A wall that stays clean is a 

wall whose problem you solved.



Chapter 8: Sealants — Which Ones Help and 

Which Ones Ruin Your Wall

After the wall is clean and dry and the water source is fixed, 

the question comes up: should I  seal the brick to keep the 

efflorescence from coming back? The answer is: maybe — but 

only with the right product, applied the right way, at the right 

time. The wrong sealer on brick is worse than no sealer at all.

The right kind: breathable penetrating sealers. These are 

usually silane or siloxane-based products that soak into the 

brick and line the pores without closing them. Water in liquid 

form can't get in easily, but water vapor can still get out. The 

wall  keeps  breathing.  A  breathable  sealer  reduces  the 

amount of water entering the masonry, which means less salt 

transport,  which means less  efflorescence.  This  is  the only 

category  of  sealer  I'd  put  on  brick  for  efflorescence 

prevention.

The  wrong  kind:  film-forming  sealers,  paints,  and 

waterproof  coatings. Anything  that  forms  a  film  on  the 

surface — acrylic sealers, urethane coatings, and especially 

paint — traps moisture inside the wall. The water still gets in 



(through cracks, through the back side, through wicking), but 

now it can't get out. It builds up behind the coating, and in 

winter it freezes, expands, and pops the coating off — taking 

the face of the brick with it. I've seen more brick ruined by 

well-meaning  waterproofing  than  by  the  water  it  was 

supposed to stop. If someone tries to sell you a "waterproof 

coating" for your brick, ask whether it's breathable. If they 

can't answer, walk away.

When  sealing  makes  sense. Sealing  is  worth  considering 

when you've fixed the water source but the wall still shows 

light recurring efflorescence — some walls are just salt-heavy 

and need help.  It's  worth  considering  on chimneys,  which 

take  the  worst  weather  on  the  house.  And  it's  worth 

considering on older, softer brick that's showing early signs 

of salt stress. It's not a substitute for fixing sprinklers, gutters, 

or drainage — seal the wall after the source work, not instead 

of it.

When sealing is  a  waste of  money. On a  new home still 

drying out — you'll trap construction moisture in. On a wall 

with an active, unfixed water source — you're painting over 

the problem. On a wall that's currently damp — the sealer 

won't bond and the moisture stays. And on walls with heavy 



spalling  or  deteriorated  mortar  —  seal  the  wall  after  the 

masonry is repaired, not before.

Application  rules. The  wall  must  be  clean  —  no 

efflorescence on the surface, or you're sealing the salt in. The 

wall must be dry — truly dry, after several dry days, not "it 

hasn't rained since Tuesday." Apply per the manufacturer's 

instructions,  usually  two  light  coats.  And  test  first:  seal  a 

small  inconspicuous  area  and  check  that  the  appearance 

doesn't  change  unacceptably.  Some  sealers  darken  brick 

slightly.  Better  to  learn  that  on  a  patch  behind  the  air 

conditioner than on the front of the house.

One more Texas consideration: our sun is brutal on surface 

coatings. A film-forming product that might last five years up 

north  can  fail  in  two  here.  Another  reason  to  stick  with 

penetrating breathable sealers — they don't sit on the surface 

taking UV punishment.

If  you  want  the  full  picture  on  keeping  brick  clean  and 

protected  long-term,  the  [free  brick  repair 

books](https://metro-foundation-repair.web.app/free-books/) 

in my library cover the companion topics — what to do when 

the mortar itself is failing, and how to read the cracks that 

sometimes show up alongside the staining.



Chapter 9: When White Stains Mean a Bigger 

Problem

Most  efflorescence  is  cosmetic.  But  sometimes  the  white 

stains  are  the  visible  tip  of  something  that  needs  real 

attention. Here's how to tell the difference.

Spalling — the face of the brick popping off. This is  the 

serious one. When salts crystallize inside the brick instead of 

on the surface, the expansion pressure flakes, chips, or peels 

the hard outer face off the brick, exposing the soft interior. 

Spalled brick looks pitted, flaky, or like the surface is peeling 

away in layers. Once the face is gone, the brick absorbs water 

much faster, which accelerates the damage — it's a downhill 

cycle.  Light  spalling  on  a  few  bricks  is  a  monitor-and-

maintain situation. Widespread spalling, especially combined 

with heavy efflorescence, means the wall is taking on more 

water than it  can handle, and you need a mason to assess 

whether individual bricks need replacement and where the 

water is coming from. Severely spalled brick can't be patched 

— the damaged units have to come out and new brick has to 

go in.



Rising  damp. When  groundwater  wicks  up  through  the 

masonry from below — no damp-proof course, or a failed one 

— you get efflorescence concentrated in the bottom few feet 

of the wall, sometimes with deteriorating mortar and a musty 

smell inside. Rising damp is a building-envelope problem, not 

a cleaning problem. It needs a professional assessment of the 

foundation-to-wall junction and the drainage around it.

Efflorescence  with  crumbling  mortar. White  stains  plus 

mortar that's soft, sandy, or falling out of the joints means the 

water  has  been working  on  the  wall  for  a  long  time.  The 

cleaning question is secondary — the wall needs repointing. 

And here's the order that matters: fix the water source first, 

repoint second, clean last. Repointing a wall that's still getting 

soaked is pouring money into a wet hole.

Efflorescence with interior damage. If you're seeing white 

stains  outside  and  water  stains,  peeling  paint,  or  musty 

smells inside at the same wall, water is moving all the way 

through the envelope. That's beyond a salt problem — it's a 

water-intrusion problem that can involve flashing, the wall 

cavity, or the roof-wall junction. Get it assessed.

Efflorescence with cracking. White  stains  tracing along a 

crack pattern — especially a stair-step crack — tell you two 



things at once: the wall has moved, and water is using the 

crack as a highway. The crack needs evaluation on its own 

terms  (which  is  a  whole  subject  —  it's  covered  in  the 

companion books in this library), and the water entry at the 

crack needs to be addressed.

The decision framework. Ask yourself  three questions.  Is 

the brick itself damaged — spalling, flaking, crumbling — or 

is it just stained? Is the mortar sound, or is it soft and falling 

out? And have I found and fixed the water source, or is the 

wall  still  getting  wet?  If  the  brick  is  sound,  the  mortar  is 

sound,  and  the  water  source  is  fixed,  you're  in  cosmetic 

territory  —  clean  it  and  move  on.  If  any  of  those  three 

answers  is  bad,  you're  in  repair  territory,  and  the  white 

stains were doing you a favor by getting your attention.

That's really what efflorescence is: your wall's early warning 

system. The salt  shows up long before the damage does.  A 

homeowner who reads the white stains, finds the water, and 

fixes the source has just prevented the expensive version of 

the  problem.  The  [Masonry  Institute  guidance  on 

efflorescence](https://www.masonryinstitute.org)  backs  up 

everything in this book if you want the technical deep-dive — 

but the field version is what you just read: it's salt, it's telling 



you about water, clean it gently, shut off the source, and don't 

seal a wall that isn't ready.

Fifty years in this business has taught me that the cheapest 

repair is  the one you do early.  The white powder on your 

brick is about as early as it gets. Don't waste it.



Chapter 10: Efflorescence and Your Home's 

Value — Inspections, Buyers, and Disclosure

Here's a question I  get from sellers and buyers alike:  does 

efflorescence hurt  my home's  value? The honest  answer is 

that the white stains themselves don't — but what a sharp 

buyer or inspector reads into them can.

What home inspectors write. A good home inspector will 

note  visible  efflorescence  in  the  report  —  usually  under 

language like "efflorescence observed on masonry, indicating 

moisture migration through the wall." That sentence scares 

buyers  who  don't  know  what  efflorescence  is,  because 

"moisture migration through the wall" sounds like the house 

is dissolving. It isn't. But the inspector is doing his job: he's 

documenting  a  moisture  indicator.  What  happens  next 

depends on whether you can answer the follow-up question, 

which is always: "Where's the water coming from, and is it 

fixed?"

If you're selling. Don't try to hide it — scrubbing the stains 

off the morning of the showing without fixing the source just 

means the inspector finds the source anyway, and now the 



buyer wonders what else you covered up. The strong move is 

the  opposite:  fix the  water  source  (the  sprinkler  head,  the 

gutter, the grade — Chapter 7), clean the wall properly, and 

keep your receipts. When the inspector's report mentions the 

staining,  you  answer  with  documentation:  "Sprinkler 

overspray was hitting the east wall; heads were redirected in 

March, wall was cleaned in April, no recurrence since." That 

turns a red flag into a green one — it shows a maintained 

house,  not  a  problem  house.  A  three-ring  binder  of 

maintenance records has closed more deals than any amount 

of staging.

If  you're  buying. Efflorescence  on  a  prospective  home  is 

information,  not  a  dealbreaker.  Read it  the  way this  book 

taught you: where is it, how heavy is it, and what's the likely 

source? Light staining on a new build is normal seasoning. 

Heavy  staining  low  on  the  walls  with  soft  mortar  is  a 

maintenance backlog. Staining concentrated in one area is a 

water  source to  identify  before closing — get  the seller  to 

address it or credit it. And staining combined with spalling 

brick or crumbling mortar is a masonry repair to price into 

your  offer.  What  you  don't  do  is  walk  away  from  a  good 

house over salt. What you also don't do is ignore it — use it as 

the negotiation lever it is.



Disclosure. In  Texas,  sellers  disclose  known  defects  and 

conditions.  Efflorescence you've observed and addressed is 

worth disclosing with the fix documented — "efflorescence 

on  east  wall,  source  was  sprinkler  overspray,  corrected 

March  2026"  —  because  a  disclosed-and-fixed  issue  builds 

trust, while an undisclosed issue discovered by the inspector 

destroys it.  Your real  estate  agent  can advise on the exact 

wording,  but  the  principle  is  simple:  documented 

maintenance is an asset, not a liability.

The appraisal  angle. Appraisers  care about condition and 

marketability.  Cosmetic  efflorescence  doesn't  move  an 

appraisal.  But  the things heavy efflorescence can signal  — 

deteriorated mortar, spalling brick, chronic water intrusion 

—  do  show  up  in  condition  ratings.  Keeping  the  masonry 

maintained protects the appraisal the same way a sound roof 

does:  it's  the  envelope,  and  the  envelope  is  what  the 

appraiser photographs.

The through-line: efflorescence is a maintenance story, and 

maintenance  stories  told  with  documentation  increase  a 

home's value story. The white stains cost you nothing if you 

read them early, fix the source, and keep the paper. They cost 

you at the negotiating table only if you ignored them until 



someone else's inspector found them.
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