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Basement leaks are an unfortunate reality of living 
in this part of Ontario. In today’s Tip Sheet, rather 
than focus on actual repair methods available for 
addressing these leaks, I’d like to identify the most 
common types of leaks and how to differentiate 
between them. This can be helpful when you are 
communicating the issue with your Property 
Manager or  Contractor, and ultimately could speed 
up the process to resolve your leak. 

IDENTIFYING TYPES OF 
FOUNDATION LEAKS

An example of how having this information 
could be of value to your Property Manager 
would be as follows: You call in and report a 
basement leak, with no further description. 
Your Property Manager dispatches a 
foundation crack repair company to inspect 
and repair. They arrive prepared to perform a 
crack repair and determine the leak as being 
something other than a standard crack leak, 
and are not equipped to perform this type 
of repair. So the process starts all over again. 
The benefit of being able to communicate 
with a little more accuracy could have a 
measurable impact on the turnaround time 
to have your repair attended to.  

So, let’s start with the four most common 
leaks we see on a regular basis.

 1.    Standard Foundation Crack Leak. By 
and large, foundation crack leaks are one 
of the most common source of basement 
leaks. They can develop in a foundation wall 
due to a number of factors, but we’ll focus 
today on the most common factor causing 
a foundation crack: Concrete Shrinkage. 
Without getting too technical, concrete 
shrinkage occurs during the curing or drying 
process of newly placed concrete. Concrete 
will develop tensile stresses during this 
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you might be able to cut the response time down by 
communicating the issue better.

2.    Window Well Leak. A window well is the exterior basin 
assembly constructed around your basement window, 
which could be constructed partially below ground 
level. We see these leaks occurring more frequently in 
a torrential downpour, where the rate of ground water 
buildup overpowers the site drainage system. If you end 
up with a window well leak, you’ll typically see a couple 
of indicators. The first will be evidence of moisture 
directly below the window frame, where it intersects 
with the top of the foundation wall. Often we see signs 
of water running down the foundation wall, originating 
underneath the basement window frame. Another 
sign will be evidence that the basement window was 
at some time “underwater”. This usually presents as a 
water mark or stain on the exterior glass pane.  

3.    Over Wall Foundation Leak. This is a leak that 
presents on the surface of the foundation wall, but 
appears to originate at the top of the wall, running over 
and down the interior surface. Often, these leaks are not 

process,  which are relieved by cracking. Typically, 
we are not too concerned about shrinkage cracks, 
especially if the foundation wall has been treated with 
an appropriate drainage and waterproofing system. 
There are other types of foundation cracks that present 
more of a concern, but that’s a topic for another time.

The first place you’ll likely notice a leak would be water 
ponding on your basement floor. While water can and 
will travel, you should be able to easily trace the water 
entry point back to the foundation wall. If you see a 
vertical crack in the wall close to the vicinity of the wet 
floor, and there is dampness in and around the crack, 
you likely have a standard crack leak. Obviously, if your 
basement is finished you won’t be able to identify 
the crack, unless you remove the finished surfaces to 
expose the foundation wall. In some cases, where a leak 
has occurred but all the surfaces have since dried out, 
there may be a white powdery build-up in and around 
the crack; this is called efflorescence. This too can be 
an indication of an actively leaking crack. By identifying 
and relaying this info back to your Property Manager, 
or the contractor calling you to set up an appointment, 
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local to one area but can spread over an entire section 
of foundation wall.

This type of leak differs to that of a crack, and requires a 
very specific and specialized repair method to address it. 
Most often, we find these leaks occurring as a result of 
the exterior grade or flower garden riding too high up on 
the foundation wall. In some severe cases, we have seen 
the top of foundation wall joint residing below ground 
level, almost guaranteeing a leak event. Even though 
this leak presents as a “basement leak,” it actually is 
more of a cavity wall draining issue and requires a wall 
envelope repair detail to address it. Again, highlighting 
the need to effectively communicate your observations 
to the appropriate parties attending to your leak.

4.    High Water Table Leak. While this type of leak is the 
least common of the three, we do encounter them from 
time to time. This too typically only occurs in a torrential 
downpour and will present as a leak that is coming up 
“through” the concrete floor. This could manifest around 
floor drains, cracks in the floor, or at the wall perimeters. 
It should be easy to spot because you’ll have a wet floor 
while the surrounding walls are completely dry. Another 
tell-tale would be water showing up on the floor in 
the middle of the basement, away from an exterior 
wall. As in the last three scenarios, this repair will also 
require a specialized basement leak contractor with an 
understanding of below grade drainage systems.

Some additional observations you could make are 
recording the date of the water event, rate of water 
flow infiltrating the basement, and any other particular 
notes of interest in combination could be helpful to the 
party determining an appropriate repair to rectify your 
problem.

 So the next time you see water in your basement, after 
your initial shock and horror, grab a note pad and jot 
down a few notes based on the above. Hopefully you’ll 
be able to assist in the speedy resolution to your situation 
and get back to a dry and functioning basement.

–––

Robert is a partner at Brick & Co. Restorations and has 
36 years of experience in the construction industry. His 
range of experience has encompassed both field work 
and project management. For the last 24 years, his focus 
has been building wall envelope repair and restoration. 
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