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Patrick Airdo, owner of Desert Diamond Flooring in Chandler, holds files relating to the water incursion into his business, producing mold. (Photo by Doug Murphy/AFN) 

Nowhere to turn: Local man’s journey shows mold is easy to locate, but responsibility is more elusive

By Doug Murphy
Staff Writer

If you have a problem with dust in the air, you can call the county department of environmental services for help. And if a toxic substance is leaking into the ground, the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality will be there.
So who do you call if you have mold growing in the walls of your business?
The answer appears to be, an attorney. “Nobody says they are at fault, but I guarantee you, I’m not at fault,” said Patrick Airdo, owner of Desert Diamond Flooring at 500 N. 56th St. in Chandler.

For Airdo the nightmare began in June when mold was found growing in the walls of his industrial park office and storeroom. It was so bad he had to go to his doctor and his staff was affected by the spores in the walls. “I got headaches and my vision would be blurry,” said office manager Susie Sanchez. But the symptoms would clear up once she got home and on the weekends. For Airdo, the symptoms were worse, requiring antibiotics and weeks of treatment.

Then, after a major two-month environmental cleanup of the leased space, which slowed his business to a trickle, Airdo and staff reopened only to be flooded again. He points to a wall between his shop and Mike Troy’s Gold Medal Swim School as the culprit.

Reports show that several times skimmers or other pool equipment would spray water on the common wall, but the swim school denies any responsibility. “We had an environmental contractor come in and we have a clean bill of health,” said Mike Walker, one of the managers of the swim school. “We had a water leak and we fixed it. We want to make sure that everything is safe,” said Walker who has an August letter from Circadian EnviroCon of Gilbert stating that the swim school has no mold.

Walker pointed to a roof leak as the source of Airdo’s problems. But property manager Robert Mulhern of Reliance Management feels bad for Airdo, but denies the roof could be a source of the mold. “I feel bad for Pat, he really had a bad reaction,” Mulhern said. “Any leaks in the roof that have been reported have been repaired.”

More importantly, Mulhern doesn’t see how a roof leak could end up with water on the floor without streaking in between. “I have never heard from anybody that moisture at the base of the wall is related to a roof leak,” Mulhern said. 

Who to turn to
“Mold is naturally occurring in the environment and there are mold spores everywhere, and it’s unregulated,” said Don Herrington, bureau chief of epidemiology and disease control for the Arizona Department of Health Services.
And the health effects of mold can vary from a simple irritant, to allergic reaction to a severe toxic reaction.

“Not everyone is affected in the same way at all,” Herrington said.
But while the health impacts of mold vary, everyone agrees that mold is a hazard and the key to mold control is eliminating the source. “Mold needs three things to grow: oxygen, a nutrient source and water. When building materials become wet, mold grows,” said Derrick Denis, branch manager of Clark Seif Clark, an environmental testing and consulting firm with an office in Tempe.
”And the paper on drywall makes an excellent source of nutrients for mold” said Denis, an Ahwatukee Foothills resident.

It was his company that has come out several times to inspect Airdo’s shop. Each time CSC reported the presence of wet building materials and/or visible mold growth.
So who can Airdo turn to?
“We don’t do anything about mold, except in restaurants – we’re not the ones that regulate that,” said Johnny Dilone, a spokesman for the Maricopa Environmental Services Department. “It’s the primary responsibility of the architect to build a barrier that holds the test of time,” said Mike Dewys, chief building inspector for the city of Chandler.

“It’s not the code so much as the architect,” said Dewys, because the building code doesn’t address mold directly. But Mulhern said it’s not the responsibility of the landlord. “When we went to get a permit for that space, we built it to city standards,” he said. “If an issue happens, it falls into the tenants lap to deal with it.”

But the swim school is adamant that it didn’t do anything to cause the problem.
“Somewhere he got mold in his suite, but in our suite there has never been any mold,” Walker said. “The major water source doesn’t come from the Gold Medal Swim School.” But Airdo has a new letter from EcoClean of Phoenix that says elevated mold counts in the warehouse and office “are due to the moisture in the drywalls from the pools next door.”

“It hasn’t rained in how long? And I still have mold,” Airdo said.
Meanwhile, he can show close to $80,000 in expenses and lost business due to the cleanup of mold that caused his blurred vision and headaches. “This is consuming my life,” he said last week. “I have to get out of here.” Meanwhile Airdo has retained an attorney to help him recoup his loses and is looking for a new office. “What did I do to deserve this?” he keeps asking.

Doug Murphy can be reached at (480) 898-7914 or dmurphy@aztrib.com.

