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GAO Report: Indoor Mold: Better Coordination of Research on Health Effects and More 
Consistent Guidance Would Improve Federal Efforts

The U.S. Government Accountability Office has issued a report on mold that may be of 
value to apartment firms dealing with mold-related litigation.   

The report was requested by Congress following several catastrophic storms that have left 
thousands of people exposed to mold as a result of water damage to their houses. The 
report reviews the medical literature published after the landmark 2004 Institute of 
Medicine study (IOM) on mold.  

The IOM report helped stem the tide of mold lawsuits by concluding that while mold is 
linked to allergies and may possibly be linked to asthma and upper respiratory problems, 
there is no evidence to support a link to cancer, fatigue, neuropsychiatric disorders or 
other serious health claims. 

The new GAO report identifies more than 65 current federal research activities underway 
to explore the health effects of mold exposure and suggests that the public would benefit if 
there was a greater effort to educate the public about best practices for remediating mold.  
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About the NAA/NMHC Joint Legislative Program
The National Apartment Association (NAA) and the National Multi Housing Council 

(NMHC) unite under the auspices of the NAA/NMHC Joint Legislative Program to support

legislative and regulatory policies that enable the nation's 25 million multifamily rental 

housing units to continue to provide high quality homes that remain

affordable.  

The NAA/NMHC Joint Legislative Program, which is the foremost proponent of the 

apartment industry, assures that owners and managers of multifamily rental

able to engage government officials in constructive, ongoing dialogues and participate 

in policy decisions affecting their ability to provide housing to millions of Americans. 

Our industry's most prominent leaders play an integral role in shaping the agenda for 

the Joint Legislative Committee and staff, resulting in a finely honed strategy for 

interacting with Congress, federal agencies and others to advance policies that 

strengthen professionally managed rental housing.  

Multifamily housing has been one the premier performers in the real estate market

during the last several years. And a healthy supply and demand balance bodes well for 

apartments' future performance. The Joint Legislative Program will remain

vanguard of this success and rigorously represents the industry's interests in the 

ongoing debate over the federal government's role in supporting

housing.  
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Summary 
Recent research suggests that indoor mold poses a widespread and, for some people, 

serious health threat. Federal agencies engage in a number of activities to address 

this issue, including conducting or sponsoring research. For example, in 2004 the 

National Academies' Institute of Medicine issued a report requested by the 

Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) summarizing the scientific 

literature on mold, dampness, and human health. In addition, the Federal 

Interagency Committee on Indoor Air Quality supports the Environmental Protection 

Agency's (EPA) indoor air research program. With respect to the health effects of 

exposure to indoor mold, GAO was asked to report on (1) the conclusions of recent 

reviews of the scientific literature, (2) the extent to which federal research addresses 

data gaps, and (3) the guidance agencies are providing to the general public. GAO 

reviewed scientific literature on indoor mold's health effects, surveyed three agencies 

that conduct or sponsor indoor mold research, and analyzed guidance issued by five 

agencies. 

In general, the Institute of Medicine's 2004 report, and reviews of the scientific 

literature published from 2005 to 2007 that GAO examined, concluded that certain 

adverse health effects are more clearly associated with exposure to indoor mold than 

others. For example, the Institute of Medicine concluded that some respiratory 

effects, such as exacerbation of pre-existing asthma, are associated with exposure to 

indoor mold but that the available evidence was not sufficient to determine whether 

mold and a variety of other health effects, such as the development of asthma, 

cancer, and acute pulmonary hemorrhage in infants, are associated. While the 

reviews GAO examined generally agreed with these conclusions, a few judged the 

evidence for some health effects as somewhat stronger. For example, the American 

Academy of Pediatrics concluded in 2006 that a plausible link exists between acute 

pulmonary hemorrhage in infants and exposure to toxins that some molds produce. 

In addition, the 2004 Institute of Medicine report identified the need for additional 

research to address a number of data gaps related to the health effects of indoor 

mold. The 65 ongoing federal research activities on the health effects of exposure to 

indoor mold conducted or sponsored by EPA, HHS, and the Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD) address to varying extents 15 gaps in scientific data 

reported by the Institute of Medicine. For example, many of the research activities 

address data gaps related to asthma and measurement methods, while other data 

gaps, such as those related to toxins produced by some molds, are being minimally 
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addressed. Further, less than half of the ongoing mold-related research activities are 

coordinated either within or across agencies. This limited coordination is important in 

light of, among other things, the wide range of data gaps identified by the Institute of 

Medicine and limited federal resources. The Federal Interagency Committee on Indoor 

Air Quality could provide a structured mechanism for coordinating research activities 

on mold and other indoor air issues by, for example, serving as a forum for reviewing 

and prioritizing agencies' ongoing and planned research. However, it currently does 

not do so. Despite limitations of scientific evidence regarding a number of potential 

health effects of exposure to indoor mold, enough is known that federal agencies 

have issued guidance to the general public about health risks associated with 

exposure to indoor mold and how to minimize mold growth and mitigate exposure. 

For example, guidance issued by the Consumer Product Safety Commission, EPA, the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency, HHS, and HUD cites a variety of health 

effects of exposure to indoor mold but in some cases omits less common but serious 

effects. Moreover, while guidance on minimizing indoor mold growth is generally 

consistent, guidance on mitigating exposure to indoor mold is sometimes inconsistent 

about cleanup agents, protective clothing and equipment, and sensitive populations. 

As a result, the public may not be sufficiently advised of indoor mold's potential 

health risks. 

 

 

Recommendations 
Our recommendations from this work are listed below with a Contact for more 

information. Status will change from "In process" to "Open," "Closed - implemented," 

or "Closed - not implemented" based on our follow up work.  

 
 

 

Recommendations for Executive Action 

 

Recommendation: The Administrator, EPA, should use the Federal Interagency 

Committee on Indoor Air Quality to help articulate and guide research priorities on 

indoor mold across relevant federal agencies, coordinate information sharing on 

ongoing and planned research activities among agencies, and provide information to the 

public on ongoing research activities to better ensure that federal research on the 

health effects of exposure to indoor mold is effectively addressing research needs and 

efficiently using scarce federal resources. 

 

Agency Affected: Environmental Protection Agency 

 

Status: In process 

 

Comments: When we confirm what actions the agency has taken in response to this 

recommendation, we will provide updated information.

Director: 

 

Team:  

Phone: 

John B. Stephenson  

Government Accountability Office: Natural Resources and Environment  

(202) 512-6225 
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Recommendation: The Administrator, EPA, should use the Federal Interagency 

Committee on Indoor Air Quality to help relevant agencies review their existing 

guidance to the public on indoor mold--considering the audience and purpose of the 

guidance documents--to better ensure that it sufficiently alerts the public, especially 

vulnerable populations, about the potential adverse health effects of exposure to indoor 

mold and educates them on how to minimize exposure in homes. The reviews should 

take into account the best available information and ensure that the guidance does not 

conflict among agencies. 

 

Agency Affected: Environmental Protection Agency 

 

Status: In process 

 

Comments: When we confirm what actions the agency has taken in response to this 

recommendation, we will provide updated information.

 

 

Page 3 of 3U.S. GAO - Indoor Mold: Better Coordination of Research on Health Effects and More C...

4/19/2010http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-980


