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The stucco you see on many ‘older’ houses is an exterior cement / plaster based wall covering.  It is usually
a mix of sand, Portland cement, lime and water.  Typically its colour was gray, from the innate colour of
most Portland cement, but white Portland cement is also used.  Today's stucco
manufacturers offer a very wide range of colours that can be mixed integrally in the
finish coat.  Stone aggregate (gravel) can also be added to the stucco to give it colour
and texture.

This cement stucco is very hard and brittle and can easily crack if the base on which
it is applied is not stable, if the base is loose or flexible.  Being brittle, it can also be
damaged if it is subjected to impact (hit hard).  This usually happens in high traffic
areas such as driveways.  Water can then enter the stucco wall through the damage
cracks.

Another threat to stucco is poor installation.  The stucco edges, especially around
doors and windows, must be well sealed.  Any gaps will also allow water to enter.

Stucco is absorptive as well.  Water can soak right into the stucco surface, especially
during a driving rain.  This is more of a concern in climates where temperatures can
go from above freezing to below freezing.  When water freezes, it expands.  Water
entering into the stucco will cause freeze-thaw damage and will accelerate the
deterioration of the material.  This causes the stucco to crack and break off.  This
adds to the opportunity of water entering the wall behind the stucco finish.

Water entering into and behind the stucco is the real problem.  The moisture at this
location creates an ideal environment for the growth of mould, a hazardous and
potentially toxic material.  The water will also cause the deterioration (rot) of the
underlying supports and finishes.  

The figure to the right is an example of stucco deterioration found in a cold climate.
The location is the Westboro neighbourhood in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.

What is the solution?  On seriously deteriorated walls, the stucco is removed and the wall is repaired and
recovered.  There is another approach that can be more a bit more affordable.  If the stucco surface can be
stabilized, the wall can be recovered with a material such as vinyl siding.  This has the added benefit of
allowing the installation of additional insulation under the new wall covering.  
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