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Market Update Salt Water Flooding

The impact of salt water flooding has been a consistent theme over the past 18 months 
on both sides of the Atlantic from Superstorm Sandy to the recent UK tidal surges. In this 
market update, we detail a number of the practical challenges clients will be tackling when 
dealing with this corrosive combination. 
In general, it takes time to restore property and assets after a flood owing to the extended drying out process. However, add 
sodium chloride to the mix and you have a far more complex and time sensitive loss on your hands.

As has recently been discovered around the coastal regions of the UK and previously on the Eastern Seaboard of the United 
States, sea water can severely damage buildings and property. Its impact often renders many materials beyond repair, 
particularly plaster or wall board, insulation and all electronic components. Wood components may also be susceptible to 
damage from trapped moisture.

The extent of additional cost will depend on (amongst other things) the following

•   Degree and time of exposure

•   Drying rate and regime

•   Any mitigation works

•   The types of metals exposed

•   Ambient environmental conditions.

Salt water reacts with different metals at different rates and with differing effects. Suffice to say that chloride related corrosion 
is a huge problem in the marine industry and the development of coatings and treatment for this risk is a significant industry in 
its own right.

Salt water flooding – advice
•   Prolonged exposure to floodwaters, especially if salt-laden, 

can cause corrosion to metal components such as steel 
frames, wall ties and fixings. Metals should be cleaned 
and dried quickly after the flood to prevent future corrosion 
problems.

•   Copper is particularly susceptible to corrosion from salt 
water and consideration will need to be given to replacing 
copper piping, electrical cables, heating and gas pipes.

•   Unfortunately, plaster is highly exposed to salt contamination. 
Any contact lasting an hour or more will require the plaster 
to be stripped out and replaced to avoid migration into 
other areas. Any retained surfaces should be thoroughly 
decontaminated before drying commences; pressure 
washing may be required, as may repeated washing cycles.

•   Generally, more strip out work is required where buildings 
/ plasterwork are saturated by coastal seawater. Crawford 
is aware of this and works on a strip out process before any 
installation of dehumidifiers.

•   Some flooding will be associated with rivers breaking their 
banks due to the tidal surge holding up water that would 
ordinarily flow to the sea. This water may not be salt water 
but should be tested to establish the pH.

•   Restorers should consider plaster reinstatement with sand 
and cement mix 3:1 and dry lining with plasterboard, which 
would prevent salts from leaching through from the brisk 
substrate. It is inadvisable to use gypsum or lime based 
plaster, given the breathable nature of these products. 

•   For older / listed buildings different considerations apply 
and we will consider gypsum or lime plaster given that these 
buildings are designed to ‘breathe’. For listed properties, 
advice should be sought from an RICS regulated surveyor, 
such as Crawford Surveying Services.

•   Contents - Any contents that cannot be wiped clean or 
washed should be considered as beyond economic repair.  
Electrical components or anything that water can penetrate 
and cause damage would routinely fall within this category. 
Items that can be cleaned or washed should not be dried first 
as this can cause a damaging build up of salt on the surface. 

Wherever a property has suffered a significant degree of salt water contamination from coastal flooding our senior 
technical adjusters will be available for guidance and the specialist skills of Crawford Surveying Services will be 
available. For more information, please contact:
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Any individual or business should take its own independent advice at all times, relating to the specific circumstances concerned at the time.  Crawford & 
Company does not accept liability for any loss or damage caused in whatever way as a result of, or in connection with, the contents of this document.


