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Q1

Why does condensation keep forming on my bathroom window in winter, and
will it eventually cause the window frame to rot?

Condensation on your bathroom window during Toronto winters is caused by warm, humid indoor air

hitting the cold glass surface, and yes, persistent condensation can absolutely cause window frame rot if

not addressed.

The physics are straightforward: your heated bathroom air holds moisture from showers, baths, and daily use, while

your window glass becomes extremely cold during GTA winter temperatures that regularly drop to -10 to -20

degrees Celsius. When that warm, moisture-laden air contacts the cold glass, it instantly condenses into water

droplets. This is the same process that creates fog on your car windshield, but in your bathroom, it happens daily

throughout Toronto's long winter season from December through March.

The real concern is what happens to that condensation water. If it's running down the glass and pooling on the

window sill, soaking into wooden window frames, or collecting in the corners where the frame meets the wall, you're

creating perfect conditions for wood rot and mould growth. Wooden window frames in older Toronto homes are

particularly vulnerable because they were often installed before modern moisture barriers and thermal breaks

became standard. The repeated wet-dry cycles from daily condensation gradually break down the wood fibers and

protective finishes.

Your bathroom's ventilation is likely inadequate for Toronto's climate conditions. The Ontario Building Code

requires mechanical ventilation (exhaust fan) in every bathroom, with a minimum capacity of 50 CFM for standard

bathrooms. However, many GTA homes have undersized fans or fans that aren't being used properly. During

Toronto's humid summers and cold winters, bathroom humidity levels can easily exceed 70-80% without proper

ventilation, making condensation inevitable on single-pane windows or even older double-pane units with poor

thermal performance.

Check your exhaust fan capacity and usage habits. Calculate your bathroom square footage and ensure your

fan provides at least 1 CFM per square foot (minimum 50 CFM total). Run the fan during every shower or bath and

for 30 minutes afterward to remove moisture before it can condense on surfaces. Many Toronto homeowners make

the mistake of turning off the fan immediately after showering, leaving all that humid air in the bathroom to

condense on the coldest surfaces — which is always the windows in winter.

Window upgrades may be necessary for a permanent solution. Single-pane windows or older double-pane

units with failed seals will always condensate heavily in Toronto winters because the interior glass surface

temperature is too close to the dew point of bathroom air. Modern triple-pane windows or quality double-pane units

with low-E coatings and argon gas fill keep the interior glass surface warmer, dramatically reducing condensation. If
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you're planning a bathroom renovation, window replacement should be considered alongside the other

improvements.

Immediate steps to prevent frame damage: Wipe down condensation daily with a squeegee or towel, ensure

proper caulking around the window frame to prevent water infiltration, and inspect wooden frames regularly for soft

spots, discoloration, or peeling paint that indicate moisture damage. If you notice any of these signs, address them

immediately — wood rot spreads quickly in the consistently moist bathroom environment.

When to hire a professional: If you're seeing persistent condensation despite running an adequate exhaust fan, if

window frames show signs of rot or mould, or if you're considering window replacement as part of a bathroom

renovation, consult with professionals. A bathroom renovation contractor can assess your ventilation needs, while a

window specialist can evaluate whether your current windows can be improved or need replacement.

The combination of Toronto's extreme winter temperatures and high indoor humidity makes bathroom condensation

a serious concern that goes beyond just wiping down glass — it's about protecting your home's structure and your

family's health through proper ventilation and appropriate window performance.

Q2

What's the correct way to waterproof a shower pan before tiling — membrane or
liquid applied?

Both sheet membrane and liquid-applied waterproofing are approved methods for shower pan

waterproofing in Ontario, and both can deliver excellent long-term results when installed correctly. The

choice between them comes down to the specific shower design, the installer's experience, and the substrate

conditions — not one being inherently superior to the other.

Sheet membrane systems, with Schluter Kerdi being the dominant product in the GTA market, use thin

polyethylene sheets that are bonded to the substrate with unmodified thinset mortar. The membrane is applied in

overlapping sections with Kerdi-Band covering all seams, corners, and transitions. For shower pans specifically, the

Schluter system uses the Kerdi shower tray (a pre-sloped foam base) or the Kerdi drain integrated with the

membrane to create a fully bonded waterproof assembly from the drain up through the walls. The advantage of

sheet membrane is that it provides a consistent, factory-controlled thickness across the entire waterproof

surface — there is no guesswork about coverage or thickness. The installed cost for a Schluter Kerdi shower

waterproofing system in the GTA runs $1,200-$2,500 for materials and labour on a standard 3x4 or 3x5 shower.
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Liquid-applied membranes — RedGard, Mapei AquaDefense, Laticrete Hydro Ban, and Custom Building

Products HydroBarrier being the most common in Toronto — are roller-applied or trowel-applied coatings that cure

into a flexible, waterproof film. For shower pans, the liquid membrane is applied over a properly sloped mortar bed

or pre-formed shower base in two coats, with the second coat applied perpendicular to the first after the initial coat

has cured. Fabric reinforcement (fiberglass mesh tape) is embedded at all corners, seams, and transitions. The

critical factor with liquid-applied membranes is achieving the correct mil thickness — most manufacturers require

30-60 mils of dry film thickness for shower pan applications, which is thicker than many installers apply if they are

not measuring carefully. The installed cost for liquid-applied shower waterproofing in the GTA is typically $800-

$1,800.

Which Is Better for Your Project?

For a standard tiled shower with a conventional square or rectangular layout, either system performs well.

Schluter Kerdi is preferred by many GTA tile installers because it is fast to install (tile can go directly over the

membrane the same day), it eliminates the curing time required by liquid membranes, and the consistent thickness

removes the variable of installer application technique. For complex shower geometries — curved walls, bench

seats with multiple inside corners, curbless transitions, or unusual shapes — liquid-applied membranes can be

easier to work with because they conform to any surface without cutting and seaming.

For shower pans specifically, the pre-sloped foam trays available in the Schluter and other sheet membrane

systems have become extremely popular in GTA renovations because they eliminate the traditional mortar bed

slope, reducing both labour time and the risk of incorrect slope. A properly sloped shower floor must direct all water

to the drain at a minimum slope of 1/4 inch per foot — getting this wrong with a hand-packed mortar bed is one of

the most common causes of standing water and eventual waterproofing failure.

What Matters Most

Regardless of which system you choose, the waterproofing must be continuous and unbroken from the shower

drain up the walls to a height at least 6 inches above the showerhead rough-in. Every corner, seam, pipe

penetration, valve penetration, and transition must be sealed with the appropriate system component (Kerdi-Band

for Schluter, fabric mesh embedded in liquid membrane for liquid systems). The shower pan waterproofing should

be flood-tested for 24 hours before any tile installation begins — fill the shower pan with water to the curb height

and verify zero water loss over 24 hours. This simple test catches any defects before they are buried under

thousands of dollars of tile work.

Q3
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How does the Schluter Kerdi system compare to traditional hot-mopping for
shower waterproofing?

The Schluter Kerdi system and traditional hot-mopping are fundamentally different approaches to shower

waterproofing, and in the Toronto market, Kerdi has largely replaced hot-mopping for residential bathroom

renovations due to its ease of installation, cleaner application, and proven long-term performance. That

said, hot-mopping still has its place in certain commercial and multi-unit applications.

Traditional hot-mopping uses heated asphalt (hot tar) applied in multiple layers over a mortar shower pan to

create a waterproof barrier. A layer of tar paper or felt is embedded in the hot asphalt, building up a thick, monolithic

waterproof membrane. The hot-mop method has been used for decades and, when installed by experienced

applicators, provides extremely durable waterproofing. However, the process requires specialized equipment (a

hot-mop kettle to heat the asphalt), produces strong fumes that require ventilation, creates a mess that is difficult to

clean up, and is a fire hazard in enclosed spaces. In the GTA, very few residential tile contractors still offer hot-

mopping — it has become primarily a commercial and multi-family construction method.

The practical challenges of hot-mopping are amplified in Toronto condo renovations, where working in enclosed

units with shared ventilation systems makes the fumes from heated asphalt a significant concern for both the

installers and neighbouring units. Many GTA condo buildings explicitly prohibit hot-mopping in their renovation

guidelines due to the fume and fire risks.

The Schluter Kerdi system takes a completely different approach. Kerdi is a thin (8-mil) polyethylene waterproof

membrane with a fleece backing that bonds to the substrate using unmodified thinset mortar. For shower pans, the

system uses the Kerdi drain (which integrates directly with the membrane) and either a traditional mortar bed or a

Kerdi shower tray (pre-sloped expanded polystyrene foam) as the base. The membrane is applied in manageable

sheets, with seams overlapped and sealed using Kerdi-Band. No heat, no fumes, no specialized equipment — just

thinset mortar and a trowel.

Performance Comparison

Both systems, when installed correctly, provide reliable long-term waterproofing. The critical difference is in the

failure modes. Hot-mop failures typically occur at seams, corners, and drain connections where the asphalt did not

bond properly or where movement cracking develops over time. Kerdi failures (which are rare) typically occur when

the installer uses the wrong thinset (modified instead of unmodified), does not properly overlap seams, or skips the

required Kerdi-Band at corners and transitions.

Kerdi offers a significant advantage in repairability — if a section is damaged during construction or needs

modification, the membrane can be patched with additional Kerdi and Kerdi-Band bonded over the damaged area.
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A hot-mop repair requires reheating asphalt and reworking the area, which is far more disruptive.

Cost Comparison in the GTA

Hot-mopping a shower pan in the Toronto market costs $600-$1,200 for the waterproofing layer alone, not including

the mortar bed below or tile above. The Schluter Kerdi system for a comparable shower costs $1,200-$2,500

including the Kerdi membrane, Kerdi drain, Kerdi-Band, and Kerdi shower tray (if used instead of a mortar bed).

The Kerdi system costs more in materials, but the total installed cost is often comparable because it eliminates the

separate mortar bed step (when using the shower tray), requires less labour time, and allows tile installation to

begin immediately without curing delays.

For virtually all residential bathroom renovations in the GTA, Kerdi or an equivalent sheet membrane system is the

standard recommendation. The system is clean, reliable, well-documented, and supported by a strong

manufacturer warranty. Hot-mopping remains a valid method, but finding an experienced hot-mop applicator for a

single residential bathroom in Toronto is increasingly difficult, and the logistical challenges — especially in condos

— make it impractical for most homeowners.
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Q4

What causes mould behind bathroom tiles, and how do I prevent it during a
renovation?

Mould behind bathroom tiles is caused by moisture penetrating through grout and tile into the wall cavity,

where it becomes trapped in a dark, warm environment with no air circulation — the perfect conditions for

mould growth. This is the single most common and most expensive failure mode in bathroom renovations, and it is

almost entirely preventable with proper waterproofing during the initial installation.

Here is what happens: grout is not waterproof. Even sealed grout allows some moisture to pass through over

time, especially in shower walls and tub surrounds that are exposed to direct water contact daily. If the wall behind

the tile does not have a continuous waterproof membrane, that moisture migrates through the grout, through the

thinset, and into the substrate — whether that substrate is cement board, drywall, or the green board (moisture-

resistant drywall) that was standard in GTA bathrooms for decades. Once moisture reaches the wall cavity behind

the substrate, it has nowhere to go. The cavity is dark, warm (heated by the hot shower water on the tile face), and

sealed from air circulation. Mould colonies establish within weeks and can grow for years before any visible signs

appear on the tile surface.

By the time you see dark spots at grout lines, a musty smell, or tiles that feel spongy or loose, the mould

growth behind the wall is typically extensive. Remediation at this stage requires complete demolition of the tile,

substrate, and often the studs and insulation behind — a repair that frequently costs $5,000-$15,000 or more in the

GTA, often exceeding the cost of the original tile installation.

Prevention During Renovation

The solution is straightforward: install a continuous waterproof membrane behind all tile in wet areas. This

membrane catches any moisture that penetrates the grout and tile and prevents it from reaching the wall cavity.

The Ontario Building Code requires waterproofing behind shower and tub surrounds, and the three approved

methods used in GTA bathroom renovations are:

Sheet membrane (Schluter Kerdi) is applied directly over cement board or drywall using unmodified thinset

mortar. The membrane covers every square inch of the wet area, with Kerdi-Band sealing all seams, corners, and

penetrations. Tile is set directly onto the membrane. This is the most popular waterproofing method in GTA

bathroom renovations — materials cost $3-$5 per square foot for the membrane.

Liquid-applied membrane (RedGard, Mapei AquaDefense) is rolled or troweled onto cement board in two coats,

curing into a flexible waterproof film. Mesh fabric is embedded at corners and seams. This method costs $1-$3 per

square foot for materials and works well on flat surfaces and simple geometries.
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Cement board with separate membrane uses products like DensShield tile backer, which has a built-in moisture

barrier on the face surface. When properly installed with sealed seams, DensShield provides waterproofing as part

of the substrate itself.

Critical Details That Prevent Mould

The waterproof membrane must be continuous and unbroken — every seam overlapped, every corner sealed,

every pipe and valve penetration wrapped with membrane or sealed with compatible sealant. A single missed seam

or unsealed corner becomes the entry point for moisture.

Exhaust ventilation is the second line of defence. A properly sized exhaust fan (minimum 50 CFM, ideally 80-110

CFM for showers) removes humid air from the bathroom before it can condense on surfaces and migrate behind

tile. In Toronto's humid summers, a humidity-sensing fan that runs automatically is particularly valuable. The fan

must vent to the building exterior — never into an attic or soffit, which simply relocates the moisture problem.

Finally, use 100% silicone caulk (not grout) at all changes of plane — where walls meet floors, where walls meet

other walls, and around fixtures. Silicone remains flexible and accommodates the slight movement that occurs at

these transitions, preventing the cracking that opens gaps for water entry. Replace silicone caulk annually as part of

routine bathroom maintenance.

Q5

How important is the bathroom exhaust fan for waterproofing and moisture
control?

The bathroom exhaust fan is the most critical component of your bathroom's moisture management

system after the waterproof membrane itself, and in Toronto's climate — with high summer humidity and sealed,

energy-efficient homes — a properly sized and correctly vented exhaust fan is the difference between a bathroom

that stays healthy for decades and one that develops chronic mould, peeling paint, and deteriorating finishes within

a few years.

Think of your bathroom's moisture defence as a two-layer system. The waterproof membrane behind your shower

tile is the primary barrier, preventing liquid water from penetrating into wall cavities. But every time you shower, you

also generate a massive amount of water vapour — a typical 10-minute shower releases 1-2 litres of water into the

air as steam. That humid air contacts every surface in the bathroom: the ceiling, the walls outside the shower, the

back of the bathroom door, the window trim, and the mirror. Without an exhaust fan pulling that moist air out of the

room and venting it to the exterior, the moisture condenses on cool surfaces and creates the conditions for mould
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growth on areas that have no waterproof membrane — your painted ceiling, your drywall walls, the wood trim

around your bathroom door, and the caulk joints around your vanity.

In Toronto's summer months, the challenge is compounded. Ambient indoor humidity in GTA homes regularly sits

at 55-70% from June through September. Your bathroom starts at an already-high baseline humidity, and each

shower pushes it well above the 60% threshold where mould growth accelerates. A properly functioning exhaust

fan is the only way to manage this cycle in an interior bathroom without a window — which describes the majority of

condo bathrooms and many house bathrooms in the GTA.

Sizing Your Exhaust Fan

The Ontario Building Code requires mechanical exhaust ventilation in every bathroom, but the code minimum of 50

CFM is undersized for most GTA bathrooms, especially those with showers or soaker tubs. The industry

standard recommendation is 1 CFM per square foot of bathroom floor area, with a minimum of 50 CFM. For a

70-square-foot bathroom (common in GTA condos and older Toronto homes), that means a 70 CFM fan. For a

larger master ensuite at 100+ square feet, you need 100+ CFM. If you have a steam shower, add 20-30 CFM

above the square footage calculation.

Fan quality matters as much as CFM rating. A noisy fan (3-4 sones) discourages use — homeowners turn it off to

avoid the noise, defeating its purpose. Modern quiet fans from Panasonic, Broan, and Delta operate at 0.3-1.0

sones (barely audible) and cost $150-$400 for the fan unit. The investment in a quiet, properly sized fan pays for

itself many times over in prevented moisture damage.

Venting — The Most Common Mistake

The fan must vent to the building exterior through a dedicated duct — through the roof, through an exterior wall,

or through the building's exhaust ductwork system in condos. The most common installation mistake in GTA homes

is venting the exhaust fan into the attic space or soffit. This moves the moisture problem from the bathroom into

the attic, where it condenses on cold roof sheathing in winter and causes attic mould, wood rot, and potentially ice

damming. During any bathroom renovation, verify that the exhaust duct runs continuously to an exterior termination

point with a backdraft damper.

Upgrades Worth Considering

A humidity-sensing fan automatically turns on when bathroom humidity rises above a set threshold and turns off

when the air dries out. This eliminates reliance on manual switches and ensures the fan runs for the 15-20 minutes

after a shower needed to clear the moisture — the period most homeowners skip. A timer switch is a less

expensive alternative, allowing you to set the fan to run for a fixed period after you leave the bathroom. Either

option costs $30-$80 for the switch plus installation, and both dramatically improve moisture management
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compared to a standard on/off toggle.

When planning a bathroom renovation in the GTA, treat the exhaust fan as a non-negotiable component with the

same importance as waterproofing. Budget $400-$900 for a quality fan, proper ductwork, and professional

installation with ESA-inspected electrical connection. It is one of the most cost-effective investments in the entire

renovation.

Q6

What CFM rating should my bathroom fan be to properly ventilate against
Toronto's humid summers?

Your bathroom exhaust fan should be rated at a minimum of 1 CFM per square foot of bathroom floor area,

with an absolute minimum of 50 CFM for any bathroom. For a standard GTA bathroom of 40–60 square feet,

that means a 50–60 CFM fan. But given Toronto's humid summers — where humidex values regularly push above

40 degrees — you should seriously consider oversizing your fan for better moisture control.

For a typical four-piece bathroom in a GTA home, an 80 CFM fan is a smart baseline. If your bathroom has a

soaker tub, a steam shower, or if it's an interior bathroom with no window, step up to 110 CFM or higher. The

Ontario Building Code requires mechanical ventilation in every bathroom, and that fan must vent directly to the

exterior — through the roof or an exterior wall. Venting into an attic, soffit, or wall cavity is a code violation that

causes serious moisture damage over time, and it's one of the most common problems found during home

inspections in older Toronto and Scarborough homes.

Sizing Beyond the Minimum

The 1 CFM per square foot rule is a baseline, but several factors in the GTA push you toward a higher-rated fan.

Toronto's Lake Ontario proximity creates persistent ambient humidity, especially in lakefront neighbourhoods like

the Beaches, Mimico, and Port Credit. In these areas, your bathroom fan is fighting both shower moisture and

outdoor humidity simultaneously. If your home lacks central air conditioning — common in pre-war Toronto homes

and older bungalows across North York and Etobicoke — summer humidity inside the house is already elevated

before anyone turns on the shower.

For condo bathrooms, check your building's exhaust duct connection before buying a fan. Many GTA high-rises

use shared exhaust systems with specific duct sizes and damper requirements. Installing a fan with too much CFM

on an undersized duct creates back-pressure and noise without improving airflow. Confirm the duct diameter

(typically 4-inch or 6-inch) and select a fan rated for that connection.
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Features Worth Paying For

Modern bathroom fans in the $150–$400 range offer features that make a real difference in moisture control. A

humidity-sensing fan with a built-in humidistat turns on automatically when moisture levels rise and runs until the

humidity drops — perfect for households where people forget to turn the fan on. A timer switch ($30–$60 installed)

lets you set the fan to run for 20–30 minutes after you leave the bathroom. Look for fans with a sone rating of 1.0

or lower — a quiet fan is one that actually gets used. Panasonic WhisperCeiling and Broan Ultra Silent are popular

choices with GTA contractors for their low noise and reliable performance.

All bathroom fan wiring requires a dedicated electrical circuit with GFCI protection and must pass an ESA

(Electrical Safety Authority) inspection. Budget $200–$500 for professional installation of a new fan including

wiring and exterior venting, or $100–$250 if you're replacing an existing fan in the same location with existing

wiring.

If you're planning a bathroom renovation and need help finding a contractor who can properly size and install your

ventilation, Toronto Bath Remodeling can match you with local professionals for free.
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Q7

Can I waterproof a bathroom floor without removing the existing tile?

In most cases, no — you cannot effectively waterproof a bathroom floor without removing the existing tile.

Proper waterproofing requires a continuous membrane applied directly to the substrate (the subfloor or cement

board), and that membrane needs to be installed beneath the tile, not on top of it. Applying a topical sealer or

coating over existing tile is a temporary cosmetic fix, not a waterproofing solution.

The reason is straightforward: waterproofing works by creating a continuous, bonded barrier between the tile

assembly and the structural subfloor. Products like Schluter Kerdi membrane, RedGard liquid-applied membrane,

or Laticrete Hydro Ban are designed to bond to cement board, plywood, or concrete — not to glazed tile surfaces.

Even if you could get a membrane to adhere to old tile, you'd still have the original tile layer trapping any existing

moisture against the subfloor, potentially causing hidden rot and mould growth.

When the Tile Must Come Up

If your bathroom floor is showing signs of water damage — soft spots, cracked grout lines that keep

reappearing, tiles that rock or feel hollow, musty odours, or visible staining on the ceiling below — the tile

needs to come out so the subfloor can be inspected and repaired before any new waterproofing is installed. This is

especially critical in GTA homes built between 1945 and 1970, where original bathroom floors may have decades of

slow moisture infiltration around toilet flanges and tub edges.

The Ontario Building Code requires waterproofing in all wet areas, and the only code-compliant approach is a

proper membrane system installed on a sound substrate before tile installation. In Toronto, this work should be

done by a professional tile installer or bathroom renovation contractor who understands the layered system:

subfloor inspection and repair ? cement board or suitable backer ? waterproof membrane ? thinset ? tile ?

grout ? sealant.

The One Partial Exception

The only scenario where you might address floor moisture without full tile removal is applying a penetrating grout

sealer to existing grout lines as a maintenance measure in a bathroom that has no underlying damage. This won't

waterproof the floor, but it reduces water penetration through grout joints and extends the life of the existing

installation. Quality grout sealers cost $15–$30 and should be reapplied annually. This is a reasonable DIY

maintenance task.

For a proper bathroom floor waterproofing as part of a renovation, expect to pay $1,500–$3,500 for demolition of

existing tile, subfloor inspection and repair, waterproof membrane installation, and new tile — for a standard 40–50
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square foot GTA bathroom floor. It's not cheap, but it's far less expensive than repairing water damage to floor joists

and the ceiling below, which can run $5,000–$15,000 if structural repair is needed.

If you suspect moisture problems under your bathroom floor, get a professional assessment before deciding on

your approach. Toronto Bath Remodeling can connect you with experienced bathroom renovation contractors

through the Toronto Construction Network who can evaluate your situation and provide a proper quote.

Q8

What's a vapour barrier, and do I need one in my bathroom walls in addition to
waterproofing?

A vapour barrier (or vapour retarder) is a material that slows the movement of moisture vapour through

wall assemblies, and yes — in most GTA bathroom renovations, you need to consider vapour control in

addition to the waterproof membrane in your shower or tub surround. However, the vapour barrier and the

waterproof membrane serve different purposes, and understanding the distinction prevents costly mistakes.

The waterproof membrane — products like Schluter Kerdi, RedGard, or Laticrete Hydro Ban — goes behind the

tile in wet areas (inside the shower, behind the tub surround) to prevent liquid water from reaching the wall cavity.

This is code-required in Ontario for all shower and tub surrounds. The vapour barrier (typically 6-mil polyethylene

sheeting) goes on the warm side of the insulation in exterior walls to prevent warm, moist indoor air from

condensing inside the wall cavity when it hits the cold exterior sheathing. In Toronto's climate, with winter

temperatures regularly dropping to -10 to -20 degrees Celsius, this condensation risk is very real.

Where Each One Goes

Inside the shower or tub surround, the waterproof membrane replaces the need for a separate vapour barrier. In

fact, installing both a poly vapour barrier and a waterproof membrane in the same wall assembly can create a

moisture trap — water that gets between the two layers has nowhere to dry. The Schluter system, for example, is

designed so the Kerdi membrane serves as both the waterproofing and the vapour retarder in wet areas. Follow the

membrane manufacturer's installation guidelines rather than adding extra layers.

On exterior bathroom walls outside the shower area, standard Ontario building practice calls for a 6-mil poly

vapour barrier on the warm side of the insulation, just as you would in any other room. If your bathroom renovation

involves opening up exterior walls — for a window replacement, recessed medicine cabinet, or plumbing relocation

— ensure the poly vapour barrier is properly reinstated with all seams and penetrations sealed with acoustic

sealant or red tuck tape.
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GTA-Specific Considerations

Toronto's freeze-thaw cycles (40–60 per year) make proper vapour control especially important on exterior walls.

Without a vapour barrier, warm moist bathroom air migrates into the wall cavity, condenses on the cold sheathing,

and causes rot, mould, and insulation damage. This is a common hidden problem in pre-war Toronto homes and

post-war bungalows across Scarborough, North York, and Etobicoke where original bathroom renovations may

have been done without modern vapour barrier practices.

In condo bathrooms, vapour barrier considerations are different. Interior condo walls (between units or between a

bathroom and a hallway) generally don't need a vapour barrier because there's no cold side — both sides are

conditioned space. Exterior condo walls should have vapour control as part of the building envelope, but this is

typically handled by the building's original construction, not by individual unit renovations.

For interior bathroom walls in a house — walls that separate the bathroom from other heated rooms — a vapour

barrier isn't structurally necessary since there's no temperature differential to drive condensation. However, using

moisture-resistant drywall (green board or purple board) on all bathroom walls is good practice and standard in

GTA bathroom renovations. Budget $2–$4 more per sheet compared to regular drywall.

If you're planning a bathroom renovation that involves opening walls, a qualified contractor will know exactly where

vapour barriers and waterproof membranes are needed. Find experienced bathroom renovation professionals

through the Toronto Construction Network directory.

Q9

How do I tell if there's hidden water damage behind my bathroom walls?

Hidden water damage behind bathroom walls often reveals itself through a combination of visual clues,

tactile signs, and odours — and catching it early can save you thousands of dollars in repair costs. The

tricky part is that water damage behind walls can progress for months or even years before it becomes obvious,

especially in older GTA homes where original bathroom waterproofing may have been minimal.

The most reliable indicators of hidden moisture behind bathroom walls include paint bubbling, peeling, or

blistering near the shower or tub — this happens when moisture migrates through the wall and pushes the paint

film away from the drywall surface. Warped or swollen baseboards adjacent to the tub or shower are another

strong sign, as water wicking along the bottom of the wall causes the baseboard material to absorb moisture and

deform. If you notice persistent musty or earthy odours in the bathroom that don't go away with cleaning and

ventilation, that's often mould growing inside the wall cavity where you can't see it.
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Physical Signs to Check

Press firmly on the drywall around the perimeter of your shower or tub surround, especially at the bottom edges

where water tends to accumulate. Healthy drywall feels solid and rigid. If the wall feels soft, spongy, or gives

under pressure, moisture has compromised the drywall core. Discoloured or stained drywall — yellowish or

brownish water marks — on walls adjacent to the shower, or on the wall or ceiling of the room below the bathroom,

indicates active or past water infiltration.

Check the caulk line where the tub or shower base meets the wall tile. If the caulk is cracked, peeling, missing

in sections, or shows black mould growth, water has been getting behind the tile at that joint. In many GTA

bathrooms — particularly in 1970s-1990s suburban homes across Mississauga, Brampton, Markham, and Vaughan

— decades of shower use with deteriorating caulk lines have allowed slow water intrusion that damages the wall

framing without any dramatic visible leak.

Grout condition tells a story too. If grout between shower wall tiles is crumbling, cracked, or missing in spots,

water is getting behind the tile with every shower. In bathrooms without a proper waterproof membrane (common in

pre-2000 GTA renovations), this water goes directly into the drywall or cement board and eventually into the wall

cavity.

Testing for Hidden Moisture

A moisture meter ($30–$80 at any GTA hardware store) is the most reliable non-invasive tool for detecting hidden

water damage. Press the pin-type or pinless meter against the drywall in areas around and below the shower

surround. Readings above 20% moisture content indicate a problem. Test multiple spots and compare readings

between the shower wall and a dry wall in the same room.

For a more definitive assessment, a professional moisture inspection ($200–$500) uses commercial-grade

meters, thermal imaging cameras, and experience to map moisture patterns without opening walls. This is money

well spent before committing to a renovation scope — knowing the extent of water damage before demolition

begins prevents costly surprises mid-project.

What to Do If You Find Damage

Do not attempt to remediate mould inside wall cavities yourself. Mould behind bathroom walls is a health

concern that requires professional remediation following Ontario guidelines. The affected drywall, insulation, and

potentially damaged framing must be removed, the area treated, and the wall rebuilt with proper waterproofing

before new tile is installed. In Toronto, professional mould remediation for a bathroom wall runs $1,500–$5,000

depending on the extent of contamination.
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If you suspect hidden water damage, get a professional assessment before it gets worse. Toronto Bath Remodeling

can connect you with experienced bathroom renovation contractors who can properly evaluate and address the

situation.
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Q10

Should bathroom ceiling drywall be moisture-resistant green board or regular
drywall with paint?

For bathroom ceilings in the GTA, moisture-resistant drywall — commonly called green board — is the

recommended choice, especially in bathrooms with showers or tubs where steam rises directly to the

ceiling. While regular drywall with quality bathroom paint can work in low-moisture spaces like a powder room, the

small extra cost of moisture-resistant board provides meaningful protection against the humidity that bathroom

ceilings endure daily.

Green board (moisture-resistant gypsum board) uses a water-resistant paper facing and a wax-treated gypsum

core that resists moisture absorption better than standard drywall. It costs roughly $2–$4 more per 4x8 sheet than

regular drywall — a negligible premium when you consider the total cost of a bathroom renovation. For a standard

GTA bathroom ceiling of 40–60 square feet, the material upgrade adds only $10–$25 to the project.

The Better Option: Purple Board or DensShield

If you're doing a full bathroom renovation and the ceiling is already open, consider going beyond green board.

Purple board (mould-resistant drywall, such as Gold Bond Purple XP or CGC Mold Tough) offers significantly

better mould resistance than standard green board. The paper facing is treated with a fibreglass mat that mould

cannot feed on, making it the superior choice for bathroom ceilings that are exposed to steam from showers and

baths. The cost premium is about $5–$8 per sheet over regular drywall.

For bathrooms with steam showers, the ceiling must be treated as a wet area. Regular green board or even purple

board isn't sufficient for direct steam exposure. In a steam shower enclosure, the ceiling should use cement board

(Durock, Wonderboard) or DensShield tile backer with a waterproof membrane, just like the walls. The ceiling

inside a steam enclosure also needs to be sloped (at least 2 inches per foot) so condensation runs to the walls

rather than dripping on the user.

Paint Matters Too

Regardless of which drywall you choose for the ceiling, the paint finish is critical. Use a 100% acrylic, mould-

resistant bathroom paint in a semi-gloss or satin finish. Benjamin Moore Aura Bath & Spa and Dulux Kitchen &

Bath are both widely available at GTA paint stores and are formulated for high-humidity environments. Semi-gloss

finishes repel moisture better than flat or eggshell and are easier to clean. Apply at least two coats with proper

drying time between coats.
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Avoid flat or matte ceiling paint in bathrooms — while it hides imperfections, it absorbs moisture and is far more

susceptible to mould growth and staining. The slight sheen of semi-gloss on a bathroom ceiling is a worthwhile

trade-off for durability.

When Regular Drywall Is Acceptable

In a powder room or half bath — a bathroom with only a toilet and sink, no shower or tub — regular drywall with

quality bathroom paint is perfectly adequate. There's minimal steam generation in a powder room, so moisture-

resistant board isn't necessary. This is the one bathroom type where you can save the small premium without

concern.

Painting your bathroom ceiling is a solid DIY project that can save $300–$600 in labour costs. Prep the surface

properly, use painter's tape at the wall-ceiling junction, and apply mould-resistant bathroom paint with a roller for a

smooth, even finish. If your bathroom renovation involves replacing the ceiling drywall itself, that's typically best left

to a professional — drywall installation on ceilings is physically demanding and requires experience to get clean

joints.

Q11

How do I properly seal the gap where the bathtub meets the tile wall to prevent
leaks?

The gap where your bathtub meets the tile wall should be sealed with 100% silicone caulk — never grout —

and the application technique matters as much as the product you choose. This joint is one of the most

common leak points in GTA bathrooms, and a proper caulk job here prevents water from infiltrating behind the tile

and into the wall cavity where it causes hidden damage.

The reason this joint requires caulk rather than grout is movement. A bathtub flexes slightly when filled with water

and a person — a standard filled tub holds 150–250 litres of water weighing 150–250 kilograms. This weight

causes the tub to deflect downward, creating a tiny gap between the tub lip and the wall tile. Grout is rigid and will

crack under this repeated movement, creating pathways for water. Silicone caulk is flexible and accommodates this

movement without breaking the seal.

Step-by-Step Application

Remove all old caulk completely before applying new. Use a caulk removal tool or a sharp utility knife to cut

along both edges of the existing bead, then pull it out in strips. Scrape any remaining residue with a plastic putty
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knife (metal can scratch the tub finish). Clean the joint thoroughly with isopropyl alcohol or a mildew-removing

bathroom cleaner, and let it dry completely — at least 2–4 hours. Any moisture, soap residue, or old silicone left

behind will prevent the new caulk from bonding properly.

Fill the tub with water before caulking. This is the step most homeowners skip, and it's the single most important

technique for a lasting seal. When the tub is full, it sits at its lowest point. If you caulk with the tub empty, the first

time someone fills it for a bath, the tub drops slightly and pulls the fresh caulk, creating gaps. Fill the tub, caulk the

joint, let the caulk cure for 24 hours, then drain the tub. The caulk bead will be slightly compressed rather than

stretched, creating a tighter long-term seal.

Apply the caulk in a continuous bead along the entire length of the joint. Cut the caulk tube tip at a 45-degree

angle, making the opening just large enough to fill the gap (typically 1/4 to 3/8 inch). Use a caulk gun with a smooth

trigger for consistent pressure. Run the bead in one continuous motion if possible — stopping and starting creates

weak points.

Tool the bead immediately after application using a wet finger, a caulk finishing tool, or a damp foam brush. Run

along the bead with firm, even pressure to create a smooth, concave profile that sheds water rather than collecting

it. Wipe excess caulk with a damp cloth immediately — silicone is very difficult to remove once it cures.

Choosing the Right Caulk

Use 100% silicone caulk labelled for kitchen and bath use. GE Silicone II, DAP Silicone Ultra, and Mono Silicone

are all widely available at GTA building supply stores for $8–$15 per tube. Choose a colour that matches your

grout — white and almond are the most common. Avoid acrylic latex caulk in this location; it's easier to apply but

doesn't bond as well to non-porous surfaces like tub acrylic or porcelain, and it's less mould-resistant than pure

silicone.

For tubs or showers with a gap wider than 3/8 inch, insert a foam backer rod into the gap before caulking. Backer

rod ($3–$5 at any hardware store) fills the void so the caulk forms a proper bond on both surfaces without sagging

into the gap.

Maintenance Schedule

Inspect your tub-to-tile caulk line every 6–12 months and recaulk at the first sign of cracking, peeling, or mould

penetration. This is an easy DIY maintenance task that takes about an hour including prep, application, and

cleanup. Keeping this seal intact is one of the most effective things you can do to protect your bathroom walls from

hidden water damage — a $12 tube of caulk applied annually can prevent thousands of dollars in wall and subfloor

repairs.
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Q12

What are the signs that my shower is leaking behind the wall or into the
subfloor?

A shower leak behind the wall or into the subfloor typically shows itself through a pattern of clues — some

obvious, some subtle — and identifying these signs early can mean the difference between a targeted

repair and a full gut renovation. In many GTA homes, particularly those built between 1960 and 2000, shower

leaks can develop slowly over years as original waterproofing (or the lack of it) deteriorates.

The most telling sign is damage appearing in adjacent spaces. Water stains, bubbling paint, or sagging drywall

on the ceiling directly below the bathroom — or on the wall behind the shower in the adjacent room — indicate

water is escaping the shower enclosure and traveling through the building structure. In two-storey GTA homes, a

brownish water stain appearing on the main floor ceiling below the upstairs bathroom is one of the most common

calls to plumbers and renovation contractors.

Wall-Side Indicators

Tile that sounds hollow when tapped is a significant warning sign. A tile properly bonded to a solid substrate

produces a solid, low-pitched sound. A hollow, high-pitched sound indicates the tile has debonded from the backer

— often because moisture has compromised the thinset adhesive or the substrate beneath it. Run your knuckles

across the lower rows of shower tile, especially in corners and along the bottom edge near the tub or shower base.

Grout that keeps cracking or falling out in the same locations, particularly along the shower floor-to-wall

transition and in corners, suggests structural movement caused by a deteriorating substrate. When the cement

board or drywall behind the tile absorbs water and softens, it can no longer support the tile rigidly, causing grout

joints to flex and crack. Regrouting without addressing the underlying moisture problem is a temporary fix that

masks ongoing damage.

Mould or dark discolouration in grout lines that returns quickly after cleaning indicates moisture behind the tile is

feeding mould growth from the back side of the grout. Surface mould from normal shower use can be cleaned, but

mould that reappears within days of thorough cleaning is being fed by a deeper moisture source.

Floor-Side Indicators

Soft, spongy, or bouncy flooring immediately outside the shower or around the base of the tub means the

subfloor has absorbed water and is deteriorating. Walk slowly around the perimeter of your shower or tub and feel

for any flex or softness underfoot. In GTA homes with plywood subfloors (standard in most construction from the

1960s onward), water-damaged plywood loses its structural integrity and feels noticeably different from solid, dry
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plywood.

A toilet that rocks or feels unstable in a bathroom with a shower can indicate subfloor rot extending from the

shower area to the toilet flange. The toilet bolts are anchored to a flange that sits on the subfloor — if the subfloor

around the flange is rotted, the flange loses its solid mounting and the toilet moves.

Persistent musty or damp odours that don't resolve with cleaning and ventilation are often caused by mould

growth in the wall cavity or subfloor assembly behind or beneath the shower. This is particularly common in interior

bathrooms without windows in GTA condos and older Toronto homes, where inadequate ventilation compounds

the moisture problem.

What to Do Next

If you're seeing two or more of these signs, don't delay — the damage is likely progressing. A professional

moisture assessment ($200–$500) using a commercial moisture meter and thermal imaging camera can map the

extent of water infiltration without opening walls. This information is invaluable for scoping the repair accurately.

Avoid the temptation to simply recaulk, regrout, or apply a surface sealer and hope the problem goes away. If water

has been leaking behind the shower wall, the affected drywall, insulation, and potentially framing members need to

be inspected, remediated if mould is present, and rebuilt with proper waterproofing before new tile is installed. In

Toronto, addressing a shower leak early — before it damages floor joists or spreads mould — typically costs

$3,000–$8,000 for targeted repair versus $15,000–$30,000+ for a full gut renovation forced by extensive hidden

damage.

Toronto Bath Remodeling can match you with experienced bathroom renovation professionals who can properly

diagnose and repair shower leaks. Get connected through the Toronto Construction Network for a free estimate.
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Q13

Is cement board or foam board better as a tile backer in a wet area?

Both cement board and foam board (such as Schluter Kerdi-Board or Wedi) are code-compliant tile backer

options for wet areas in Ontario, but they represent fundamentally different approaches — and your choice

depends on the specific bathroom project, budget, and installation expertise. Each system has clear

advantages that make it better suited to certain situations in GTA bathroom renovations.

Cement board — products like Durock, Wonderboard, and HardieBacker — is the traditional standard for wet-area

tile backing in GTA bathrooms. It's a rigid panel made of Portland cement and fibreglass mesh that does not

deteriorate when exposed to water. However, cement board itself is not waterproof — water passes through it

freely. It must be used in combination with a separate waterproof membrane (RedGard liquid membrane, Schluter

Kerdi sheet membrane, or similar) applied over the cement board surface before tile installation. The cement board

provides the rigid, stable substrate; the membrane provides the waterproofing.

Foam board systems — most notably Schluter Kerdi-Board and Wedi board — are rigid extruded polystyrene

panels with a factory-applied waterproof fleece facing. These panels serve as both the tile backer and the

waterproof membrane in a single product. The waterproofing is built into the board itself, eliminating the need for a

separate membrane application step. The seams and fastener penetrations are sealed with matching waterproof

accessories (Kerdi-Band for Schluter, or Wedi joint sealant).

Comparing the Two Systems

Cost is the most significant difference for most GTA homeowners. Cement board runs $12–$18 per 3x5 sheet plus

the cost of a waterproof membrane ($80–$150 per pail of liquid membrane, or $2–$4 per square foot for sheet

membrane). Foam backer board costs $40–$90 per panel depending on thickness and brand, but you skip the

separate membrane step. For a standard shower surround, the total material cost is often comparable — cement

board plus membrane versus foam board alone — but the labour savings with foam board can be significant since

you're eliminating the membrane application step entirely.

Weight matters in certain GTA renovation scenarios. Cement board is heavy — a half-inch 3x5 sheet weighs about

36–45 pounds. Foam backer board is dramatically lighter at roughly 3–5 pounds for an equivalent panel. In condo

bathroom renovations where materials must be transported via elevator and through hallways, the weight

difference is a practical consideration. It also matters for wall-mounted applications where substrate framing may be

lighter-gauge steel studs (common in condos) rather than wood framing.

Ease of cutting and installation favours foam board. Cement board requires scoring and snapping or cutting with

a carbide-tipped blade, generating significant dust. Foam board cuts easily with a utility knife. For complex layouts

Toronto Bath Remodeling — torontobathremodeling.com — Generated March 29, 2026



with niches, angles, and curved walls, foam board is considerably more workable.

Durability and track record favours cement board. It has been the standard wet-area backer in North American

construction for decades. When combined with a properly installed waterproof membrane, cement board

assemblies have a proven long-term performance record. Foam board systems are newer — Schluter and Wedi

have excellent reputations, but the systems rely on correct seam sealing for waterproof integrity. A missed seam or

improperly sealed penetration in a foam board system compromises the entire waterproof envelope.

The Recommendation for GTA Bathrooms

For most GTA bathroom renovations, cement board with a liquid-applied or sheet membrane remains the most

common professional choice — it's what the majority of Toronto-area tile installers are trained on and comfortable

with. If you're hiring a contractor, ask what system they prefer and have the most experience installing. A properly

executed cement board and membrane system is extremely reliable.

Foam board systems are excellent for condo renovations (lighter weight, less dust, faster installation in tight

spaces), DIY-friendly tub surrounds (simpler waterproofing integration), and projects where reducing installation

steps saves meaningful time and cost.

Whichever system you choose, the Ontario Building Code requires a continuous waterproof barrier in all shower

and tub surround wet areas. This is not optional, and it is the single most critical layer in preventing long-term water

damage. Both systems satisfy this requirement when installed according to manufacturer specifications.

Q14

How do I prevent condensation and moisture damage in a windowless interior
bathroom?

Preventing moisture damage in a windowless interior bathroom comes down to three fundamentals: a

properly sized exhaust fan, running it long enough, and using moisture-resistant materials throughout the

space. Windowless bathrooms are extremely common in GTA condos, basement apartments, and interior layouts

of suburban homes across Mississauga, Brampton, and Vaughan — and they're inherently more prone to moisture

problems because there's no natural ventilation path.

The exhaust fan is your only line of defence in a windowless bathroom. The Ontario Building Code requires

mechanical ventilation in every bathroom, but in a windowless interior bathroom, the fan isn't just required — it's the

entire moisture management strategy. Size the fan at a minimum of 1 CFM per square foot of floor area, with a
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minimum of 50 CFM. For a windowless bathroom, oversizing to 80–110 CFM is strongly recommended. Toronto's

humid summers compound the problem — outdoor humidity is already high from June through September, so the

fan is fighting both shower steam and ambient moisture simultaneously.

The Fan Must Run Long Enough

The most common mistake in windowless bathrooms is turning the fan off too soon. After a shower, the bathroom

air is saturated with moisture that takes 20–30 minutes to fully exhaust even with a properly sized fan. The best

solutions for ensuring adequate run time are a timer switch ($30–$60 installed) that lets you set a 30-minute

countdown, or a humidity-sensing fan ($150–$350) with a built-in humidistat that runs automatically until moisture

levels drop to normal. A humidity-sensing fan is the gold standard for windowless bathrooms because it eliminates

the human factor — it runs as long as needed regardless of whether anyone remembers to leave it on.

Make sure the fan's duct run is as short and straight as possible and vents directly to the exterior. Every bend

and every additional foot of ductwork reduces the fan's effective CFM. In GTA condos, confirm that your fan

connects to the building's exhaust duct system and that the backdraft damper is functioning — a stuck-open

damper allows humid air from other units to enter your bathroom through the fan opening.

Material Choices That Resist Moisture

In a windowless bathroom, every material selection should prioritize moisture resistance. Use moisture-resistant

drywall (green board minimum, purple/mould-resistant board preferred) on all walls and ceilings — the incremental

cost of $2–$5 per sheet over regular drywall is negligible insurance. Paint with 100% acrylic, mould-resistant

bathroom paint in semi-gloss or satin finish — brands like Benjamin Moore Aura Bath & Spa or Dulux Kitchen &

Bath are formulated specifically for high-humidity environments. Avoid flat or matte paint on any surface in a

windowless bathroom.

For flooring, porcelain tile is the best choice — it's virtually impervious to moisture. If using luxury vinyl plank

(LVP), ensure it's a fully waterproof product. Avoid laminate flooring in windowless bathrooms — even "water-

resistant" laminate can swell and delaminate at the joints in a consistently humid environment.

Daily Habits That Make a Difference

Beyond the mechanical and material solutions, simple daily habits significantly reduce moisture accumulation.

Squeegee the shower walls and glass after each use — this removes 75% of the moisture that would otherwise

evaporate into the room air. Leave the bathroom door open after showering (when practical) to allow air

circulation from adjacent rooms to help dry the space. Use a shower curtain that allows air to circulate rather

than a solid glass enclosure that traps steam, or leave the glass enclosure door open after showering.
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Wipe down any standing water on countertops, vanity tops, and around the sink after use. In a windowless

bathroom, every bit of standing water eventually evaporates into the room air, and without a window for natural

ventilation, all that moisture must be handled by the exhaust fan.

If you're renovating a windowless bathroom and want to ensure proper ventilation and moisture-resistant

construction, Toronto Bath Remodeling can match you with contractors experienced in interior bathroom

renovations. Browse professionals through the Toronto Construction Network directory.

Q15

Should I run the bathroom fan during the shower or only after — and for how
long?

Run the bathroom fan during your shower and for at least 20–30 minutes after you finish — this is the

single most effective thing you can do to prevent moisture damage, mould growth, and paint deterioration

in your bathroom. Many GTA homeowners either skip the fan entirely or turn it off when they leave the bathroom,

and both habits lead to chronic moisture problems that are expensive to fix.

Turning the fan on before or at the start of your shower establishes airflow that captures steam as it's generated

rather than trying to clear a room already saturated with moisture. Think of it like turning on the range hood before

you start cooking rather than after the kitchen is full of smoke. The fan creates a continuous air exchange — pulling

humid air out through the duct to the exterior and drawing drier air into the bathroom from the hallway or adjacent

rooms through the gap under the door.

Why 20–30 Minutes After Matters

When you turn off the shower, the bathroom is still full of warm, humid air, and the wet surfaces — shower walls,

glass, floor — continue releasing moisture as they dry. If you turn the fan off immediately, all that moisture has

nowhere to go. It condenses on the coolest surfaces: the mirror, window (if present), ceiling, and any cold exterior

walls. Over time, this daily condensation cycle leads to peeling paint, mould growth on grout and caulk,

deteriorating drywall, and musty odours that no amount of cleaning resolves.

This is especially critical in Toronto's climate. During winter months, bathroom surfaces adjacent to exterior walls

are cold, creating an aggressive condensation target. The temperature differential between warm shower steam

and a -15 degree exterior wall drives rapid condensation that feeds mould in a matter of weeks. During summer

months, Toronto's high ambient humidity means the air being drawn into the bathroom to replace exhausted steam

is already moisture-laden, so the fan needs to run longer to achieve the same result.

Toronto Bath Remodeling — torontobathremodeling.com — Generated March 29, 2026



The Best Solutions for Consistent Use

The most reliable approach is removing the human factor from the equation. A timer switch replaces your standard

fan switch and lets you press a button for 30, 60, or 90 minutes of automatic operation. Leviton and Lutron make

popular models available at GTA hardware stores for $25–$50, and a licensed electrician can install one for

$75–$150 including the ESA-required electrical permit for new switch wiring. You press the timer on your way into

the shower, and it handles the rest.

Even better is a humidity-sensing fan or humidistat switch. These devices monitor the bathroom's relative

humidity and run the fan automatically when moisture levels rise above a set threshold — typically 60–65% relative

humidity. The fan turns on when you start showering (or even when you run a hot bath) and continues running until

the humidity drops back to normal, regardless of whether you remember to leave it on. Panasonic WhisperCeiling

fans with built-in SmartSense humidity sensors are a popular choice in GTA bathroom renovations at $200–$350

installed.

Sizing Matters for Run Time

An undersized fan needs to run longer to clear the same amount of moisture. If your fan is rated at 50 CFM (the

code minimum), it may need 30–45 minutes after a shower to adequately dehumidify the space. An 80–110 CFM

fan clears the room faster, reducing the required post-shower run time and the energy cost. If your existing fan is

old, noisy, or seems ineffective, upgrading to a modern, properly sized unit is one of the best investments in

bathroom maintenance — $200–$500 installed for a straightforward replacement.

One important note: the fan must be properly ducted to the exterior of the building — through the roof or an

exterior wall — to be effective. A fan that exhausts into the attic, soffit, or wall cavity is just relocating the moisture

to a place where it causes even worse damage. This is a common issue found in older GTA homes during

renovations, and correcting the duct routing should be a priority if your fan is improperly vented.

All bathroom fan wiring and modifications require a licensed electrician and ESA inspection in Ontario. If you're

upgrading your ventilation as part of a bathroom renovation, Toronto Bath Remodeling can connect you with

qualified contractors through the Toronto Construction Network.
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Q16

What waterproofing is needed around a freestanding tub where there's no
surround?

A freestanding tub doesn't have a tile surround to waterproof, but the floor area beneath and around it still

needs serious moisture protection — and this is one of the most commonly overlooked details in GTA bathroom

renovations.

The primary concern with a freestanding tub is splash water and overflow. Unlike an alcove tub with a three-wall

surround and a shower curtain or glass door, a freestanding tub sits in the open with no barriers catching water.

Every bath creates some amount of water on the floor — stepping in and out, splashing during use, and the

occasional overflow. That water needs somewhere safe to go, and "into the subfloor" is not the answer.

Floor Waterproofing

The floor beneath and around a freestanding tub should be treated as a wet zone. A liquid-applied waterproofing

membrane such as RedGard, Mapei AquaDefense, or Laticrete Hydro Ban should be applied to the entire floor

area extending at least 18-24 inches beyond the tub rim in every direction. If the bathroom is on an upper floor —

which is extremely common in two-storey GTA homes from the 1970s through 1990s — this waterproofing is critical

to protect the ceiling below from water damage. The membrane should also extend 6-8 inches up the walls in the

immediate tub area to catch any splash that reaches the wall.

For the tile floor itself, use porcelain tile rated for wet areas with a matte or textured finish for slip resistance. The

grout should be sealed with a penetrating grout sealer, and the joint where the floor meets the wall should be

sealed with 100% silicone caulk rather than grout — grout at floor-wall transitions cracks over time and allows

water penetration.

Plumbing Access and Drain Protection

The freestanding tub drain connection is another waterproofing consideration. The drain fitting must create a

watertight seal with the drain pipe below, and the area around the drain penetration through the subfloor should be

sealed with waterproof membrane. Many Toronto plumbers recommend installing an access panel on the ceiling

below (or on an adjacent wall if the tub is on the main floor above a basement) so that the drain connection can be

inspected and serviced without tearing out the floor.

The tub's overflow drain is equally important. Freestanding tubs have built-in overflow fittings, but they must be

properly connected to the drain assembly. A disconnected or poorly sealed overflow is a hidden leak source that

can cause significant water damage over months or years before it becomes visible.
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Wall Protection Behind the Tub

Even though there's no surround, the wall behind and beside the freestanding tub will receive regular splash

exposure. At minimum, use moisture-resistant drywall (green board or purple board) for the lower 48 inches of

wall in the tub area, and paint with mould-resistant, semi-gloss bathroom paint. For higher-end installations,

many GTA homeowners tile the wall behind the freestanding tub as an accent feature — this provides both

waterproofing and a design focal point, typically costing $500-$1,500 for materials and installation depending on tile

selection.

For homes in lakefront Toronto neighbourhoods like the Beaches or Mimico, where ambient humidity is already

elevated, proper bathroom ventilation is especially important when running a freestanding tub. Size your exhaust

fan at 80 CFM minimum for a bathroom with a soaker tub, and run it for at least 20 minutes after draining the tub to

clear the moisture.

The total cost for proper waterproofing around a freestanding tub installation in the GTA typically runs $800-$2,000

including membrane application, silicone detailing, and moisture-resistant wall treatment — a small investment

compared to the $5,000-$15,000 cost of repairing water damage to a subfloor or the ceiling below.

Q17

Can freeze-thaw cycles in Toronto affect an exterior wall bathroom's
waterproofing integrity?

Yes, Toronto's freeze-thaw cycles can absolutely compromise waterproofing in bathrooms located on

exterior walls — and this is a particularly relevant concern for GTA homeowners because Toronto experiences 40-

60 freeze-thaw cycles per year, one of the highest rates in Canada.

The mechanism is straightforward but damaging. When moisture penetrates through tile grout, caulk joints, or small

cracks in waterproofing membranes and reaches the cold zone within an exterior wall cavity, that moisture freezes

as temperatures drop below zero. Water expands approximately 9% when it freezes, creating pressure that widens

cracks, breaks grout bonds, lifts tile edges, and degrades membrane adhesion. When it thaws, the now-wider crack

allows even more moisture in, and the cycle repeats. Over several Toronto winters, what started as a hairline crack

becomes a significant waterproofing failure.

Where the Damage Happens
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The most vulnerable areas are shower surrounds on exterior walls, which are extremely common in GTA

housing stock. Post-war bungalows and split-levels across Scarborough, North York, and Etobicoke frequently have

bathrooms positioned on exterior walls with the shower or tub surround directly against the outside wall. In these

homes, the wall assembly from inside to outside typically goes: tile, thinset, backer board, vapour barrier, insulation,

sheathing, and siding. If the waterproof membrane behind the tile fails, moisture migrates into the insulation and

can reach the cold sheathing where freeze-thaw damage accelerates.

Caulk joints at tub-to-wall and shower-to-wall transitions are another weak point. Silicone caulk on an exterior

wall bathroom expands and contracts with temperature changes more dramatically than on interior walls. Over 2-3

Toronto winters, caulk joints can crack, peel, or separate, creating direct water entry points. This is why annual

caulk inspection and replacement is even more important for exterior wall bathrooms.

Prevention During Renovation

When renovating a bathroom on an exterior wall in a Toronto home, the waterproofing strategy needs to account for

freeze-thaw specifically. Use a continuous sheet membrane system like Schluter Kerdi or Laticrete Hydro

Ban sheet rather than relying solely on liquid-applied membranes, because sheet membranes maintain their

integrity better through thermal cycling. The membrane should cover the entire exterior wall surface within the

wet area — not just the minimum code requirement — and extend at least 6 inches beyond the wet zone on all

sides.

Insulation placement matters enormously. The plumbing supply lines and the waterproof membrane must be on

the warm side of the insulation — between the insulation and the interior of the bathroom. If pipes or the

membrane are positioned on the cold side, freeze-thaw damage is almost guaranteed. A qualified GTA contractor

will ensure the wall assembly is properly ordered: exterior sheathing, insulation, vapour barrier, backer board,

waterproof membrane, thinset, and tile.

For basement bathrooms with exterior wall exposure, the risk is compounded by foundation moisture. Toronto's

clay soil retains water against foundation walls, and freeze-thaw cycles can drive that moisture through concrete

block or poured concrete foundations. A basement bathroom shower on an exterior foundation wall needs both

interior waterproofing (membrane behind tile) and consideration of exterior moisture management (weeping

tile, grading, window well drainage).

Signs of Freeze-Thaw Damage

Watch for cracked grout lines that reappear after repair, tiles that sound hollow when tapped (indicating thinset

bond failure), persistent musty odours during spring thaw, staining or bubbling paint on the exterior side of the

bathroom wall, and any visible moisture or frost on bathroom walls during cold snaps. If you notice these signs in

your GTA home, have a professional assess the waterproofing before the damage spreads — catching it early can
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mean a $2,000-$5,000 repair versus a $15,000-$25,000 full gut renovation if the substructure is compromised.

Q18

How do I waterproof a shower niche or recessed shelf so it doesn't become a
mould trap?

A shower niche is one of the most leak-prone details in any bathroom renovation, and waterproofing it

properly is the difference between a beautiful built-in shelf and a hidden mould factory inside your wall. In

Toronto's humid climate — especially during hot, muggy summers when indoor humidity is already elevated — a

poorly waterproofed niche creates ideal conditions for mould growth behind tile that you won't see until the damage

is severe.

The challenge with a shower niche is geometry. You're cutting a rectangular hole into a wall that's supposed to be

watertight, creating five interior surfaces (top, bottom, two sides, and back) plus four inside corners and four edges

where the niche meets the surrounding wall. Every one of those transitions is a potential failure point.

Building the Niche Properly

Start with the niche frame itself. The niche should be framed between studs (standard 14.5-inch opening for a

single-stud bay) using moisture-resistant materials. Line the interior of the niche with cement backer board

(Durock, Wonderboard, or equivalent) — never regular drywall or even moisture-resistant drywall, which cannot

handle direct water contact inside a shower. The backer board should be cut precisely to create tight joints at all

five interior surfaces.

The bottom of the niche must slope slightly toward the shower interior — a minimum 1/8-inch per foot pitch

— so water drains out rather than pooling inside. This is a detail that separates professional tile installers from

amateurs. Standing water inside a niche accelerates grout deterioration and creates a perpetual moisture source

against the waterproof membrane.

Waterproofing the Niche

The waterproof membrane must be continuous and unbroken from the surrounding shower wall into and through

every surface of the niche. If you're using Schluter Kerdi membrane, the Kerdi sheet is wrapped into the niche,

covering all five interior surfaces and overlapping onto the surrounding wall by at least 2 inches on all four edges.

Schluter sells pre-formed niche inserts (Schluter Kerdi-Board-SN) that are already waterproofed and simply

integrate into the Kerdi membrane system — these cost $80-$200 depending on size and are worth every penny for
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the waterproofing reliability they provide.

If using a liquid-applied membrane like RedGard or Mapei AquaDefense, apply it to all five niche surfaces and

extend it onto the surrounding wall. Pay special attention to the inside corners of the niche — these are the

highest-risk failure points. Apply the membrane in two coats with the second coat perpendicular to the first, and

use fabric reinforcing tape (such as mesh tape embedded in the first coat) at every inside corner and at every

edge where the niche meets the wall.

Tile and Grout Details

Tile the niche with the same tile as the shower surround or with a complementary accent tile. Mosaic tile is popular

for niche interiors but creates more grout lines, which means more maintenance — larger format tile with fewer

grout joints performs better long-term in a high-moisture environment.

Use epoxy grout rather than standard cement grout inside the niche. Epoxy grout is virtually non-porous and

doesn't require sealing, making it significantly more resistant to moisture penetration and mould growth. It costs

more ($40-$80 per container versus $15-$30 for cement grout) and is harder to work with, but inside a shower

niche where water contact is constant, the performance difference is substantial.

Finally, the edges of the niche where tile meets the surrounding wall tile should be finished with Schluter Jolly

or Rondec metal trim rather than a raw tile edge — this creates a clean, waterproof transition. The joint between

the niche trim and the surrounding tile should be sealed with 100% silicone caulk matched to the grout colour.

A properly waterproofed shower niche typically adds $300-$800 to a shower installation in the GTA, depending on

size, tile selection, and whether you use a prefabricated waterproof insert or field-build the waterproofing. It's one of

the most requested features in Toronto bathroom renovations and absolutely worth doing — just make sure it's

done right.

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by Toronto Bath Remodeling. It does not constitute

professional advice. Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any bathroom

renovation project. Information is current as of March 29, 2026 and may change. Visit torontobathremodeling.com for the latest

answers.
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