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Larry and Renee Stamp have owned and operated Cameo Home Inspection Services since 1999, 
logging nearly 5000 inspections in that time. Prior to that they owned and operated Cameo 
Construction Services. Cameo specialized in the repair of pest related damages, sub-structure 
work, crawl space drainage mitigation, siding repair and replacement, remodels, additions and 
restorations. Cameo also performed residential re-roofing and became a preferred contractor 
for Owens Corning roofing products.  
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hour classes for Realtors. Larry is a former home inspection instructor for Kaplan Inspection 
Training Associates and the ASHI School and teaches at the Structural Pest Inspector lab at the 
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a member of the Washington State Pest Management Association, WSPMA, and currently co-
chairs the WSPMA Inspection Committee.   
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Forward 
 

As the home inspection industry has grown over the past decades, requirements for home 
inspection training, licensure and certification have undergone a considerable evolutionary 
process.  Many states lack any licensing requirement and it was only in 2009 that Washington 
adopted a home inspector licensing law.  Needless to say, it remains a sad fact that many 
consumers have suffered through some very bad experiences at the hands of ill prepared and 
poorly qualified home inspectors.  

So what exactly constitutes a good home inspection and who decides? Is it the state, the real 
estate agent, a newspaper or phone book ad, the internet? Does a good inspection identify a 
lot of issues, or is it the other way around? Is an inspection a matter of pass or fail? Does the 
structure receive an actual score such as, "8 out of 10"? If so, what would qualify a house to 
score high on such a scale and who would judge that?  

How long does a thorough and professional inspection take to complete? - Thirty minutes, one 
hour, three hours, longer? From a realistic standpoint, which findings should you actually be 
concerned about; what really is an issue and what is not?  

How will you know if the inspector is giving you appropriate guidance and making proper 
recommendations?  What differentiates a good inspector from a bad inspector and how exactly 
does one go about finding this, "good", inspector? Whose advice can be trusted, whose 
referrals should be welcomed?  

The answers to some of these questions may be elusive, misunderstood and openly 
misrepresented, not to mention fraught with liability and risk.  

Some consumers are reticent to take the referral advice of their agent, choosing to find their 
own inspector independently. At the same time, agents may make well meaning referrals, but 
simply don't realize that a truly professional inspection is something quite different than what 
they have come to expect. Either way, there may be considerable liability if they only refer their 
favorite inspector, even if they do so with good and ethical intent. So should the agent just 
provide a random list of names to their clients, perhaps from the phone book, or should they 
even be involved in the process at all? And what should they do if their client chooses an 
inspector they know is less than qualified?  

While the answers to some of these legal and ethical questions are far outside the scope of this 
book, the point has been made. Hopefully, there will be some answers and insights contained 
herein which will make choosing or referring an inspector much less of a risky proposition.   

 
Loren E. (Larry) Stamp  
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1.1    Why Have a Home Inspection? 
 
After considerable looking, you’ve finally found a home and made your offer. Now it’s time 
to consider the home inspection contingency. With the possibility of back up offers looming 
and the sheer excitement involved, you may feel pressured to the point of just wanting to 
sign the contract, seal the deal and forego the inspection. Besides, you’ve walked through 
the house several times and even brought a friend who is a contractor. What could there 
possibly be that you or your friend wouldn’t see?  Why should you pay to hire a professional 
home inspector?   
 

Consider something most all of us have gone through, purchasing a used car: Parked on the 
lot all cleaned up, detailed and shiny, the car looks awesome. The short test drive is 
exhilarating and you’re like a child with a new toy. The excitement mounts and you just 
can’t wait to get out the door and down the road. It is only after all is said and done you 
realize the brakes are nearly shot and the engine needs work. The fact is, having a nice 
looking car and knowing how to drive it just doesn’t equate to being a mechanic. Personally, 
my level of automotive expertise is pretty much limited to filling the gas tank. That said, 
would I buy a used car without a mechanic’s checkup?  Not a chance!  
 
Like the veteran mechanic who has dealt with vehicle after vehicle in his service bay, an 
inspector views every property with the same objectivity and impartiality. Further, an 
established inspector will have performed literally thousands of home inspections whereas 
some statistics indicate the average American may only purchase three homes in their 
entire lifetime. Therefore, it stands to reason that a skilled and experienced inspector can 
and will see things the homebuyer won’t, no matter how seasoned they may be. The 
mechanic also understands how things work and how to diagnose the problem. Whether 
it’s a vibration, a grind, or an otherwise odd condition that you just can’t describe without 
sounding silly, he knows where to look and how to go about looking. That’s what he was 
trained to do. In the same way, a professional home inspector has been specifically trained 
to understand and recognize adverse conditions, safety or health issues and how to 
systematically perform a thorough and complete inspection.  
 
Back at the mechanic’s service bay, it’s time to get down and dirty in the grease and the 
goo, the home inspector’s equivalent of the sub-structure crawl space. For home buyers 
who forego an inspection, the crawl space, like the attic, tends to be an “out of sight, out of 
mind” area that is often ignored: Hot in the Summer, cold in the Winter, dirty, itchy, damp 
or dusty, full of spider webs and pretty much miserable in virtually every regard, these are 
the most important inspection areas of all. And on those rare occasions where the intrepid 
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buyer chooses to venture into these areas alone, will they know what to look for? How will 
they recognize if a condition exists? Will they be able to discern sawdust from frass? The 
substructure crawl space by itself is common territory for termites, carpenter ants, wood 
boring beetles, fungal rot decay, structural issues, plumbing issues and more. It is only 
through the home inspector’s trained and experienced eye that many conditions are 
detected. And it is this training and experience which allows the inspector to make 
appropriate recommendations for repairs and remediation.  
   
The true art of home inspection rests in the intimate understanding of how structures work 
and how and why they fail. It requires specialized knowledge that is far different than that 
which is required to build structures, to live in structures, or to buy structures. An inspector 
must possess a set of skills which must be formally learned and must be constantly honed 
by ongoing training. Nothing in a home simply happens by itself, everything occurs for a 
reason. It remains a fact that every big and costly home repair which will need addressed 
tomorrow started out as a small defect today. These are the ‘mechanics’ behind what a 
professional home inspector has been trained to know and detect. This is why a 
professional home inspection can protect you.   
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1.2    Do New Homes Need Inspections? 
 

Without question the majority of home inspections are performed for people buying used 
homes, where the importance of having a home inspection seems to be more of a given. 
Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for homebuyers to sometimes receive professional 
counsel suggesting that a new home inspection is really not that important – or at least not 
until the structure is, “older.” 
 
So what about inspecting the new home?  Is it only after a certain age that home 
inspections become warranted?  Is it really worth the money? 
 

An imperfect world 
 
Across the United States, people dreaming of that new home will have the good fortune of 
being able to benefit from the skills of many extremely talented and professional home 
builders.  Regardless, one must accept that this is an imperfect world of imperfect people, 
working with imperfect materials and often under imperfect conditions.  
 
Further, the process of home building involves the skills and labors of a myriad of different 
subcontractors. These include subcontractors for the site development, foundation, 
framing, plumbing, electrical, insulation, sheetrock, roofing, siding, finish, flooring and so 
on. It can be an arduous task to coordinate, supervise and make it all come together, 
especially in one perfect package. 
  
If you were to ask any competent, experienced home inspector if they had ever, “not 
found”, any conditions on a new home, the answer would likely be no. In fact, in nearly 
5000 inspections, only twice have I produced a report for new construction which had no 
findings.  Be very clear that is not to say new construction is bad, contractors don’t care, or 
workmanship is poor. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is simply an imperfect 
world. 

 
How bad could it be? 

 
While you would expect a new home to be flawless, and outwardly it may appear so, some 
details can be overlooked. Generally these are of no serious consequence and are easily 
remedied, such as missing insulation, disconnected heat ducts, or uncompleted trim. On 
occasion, however, a condition may be identified during the inspection that represents a 
safety hazard, such as an electric breaker connected with too small a wire, uncompleted 
plumbing on a water heater pressure relief pipe, or a misadjusted auto-reverse mechanism 
on the garage door opener. Sometimes there is excessive water pressure which can later 
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damage ice makers and dishwashers. Or maybe there are missing foundation vent screens, 
which allow animals to enter the crawl space, destroying heat ducts and insulation. 
  

 
At left, the vent pipe from the furnace is installed in 
such a way the furnace filter literally cannot be 
taken out to be changed.  
 
The pink sticker below is the final sign off from the 
building department. Building officials are 
notoriously overworked. Their time on site can be 
measured in minutes while a home inspector 
measures their time in hours. We are all human and 
we can only do so much in the time we have. A 
home inspector, having more time, can and 
generally will, discover more - yet another case for 
inspecting a new home.    
 

 
Most importantly are conditions which affect the water shedding abilities of the structure. 
Sometimes there are missing or inadequate flashing details which can allow water 
penetration into the structure, possibly leading to rot damage or concealed mold infections. 
Identification of these types of conditions when the house is still new will most certainly 
prevent potentially costly collateral damages later. And with the potential for wood rot 
decay to develop in a year or less, later may be sooner than one thinks! 
 
 
On the right is the front entry to a new home. Below 
the siding is the exposed lower wood framing of the 
interior wall. This first piece of wood framing which 
is secured to the concrete foundation is called the 
sill plate. To maintain the water shedding properties 
of the structure, the siding should protect that 
portion of the wall framing. In fact, the sill plate 
should not be visible at all from the exterior.  
 
 
 
 
 
Here it is up close. The exposed wood sill plate 
should be completely covered by the siding.  
Protecting wall framing is one of the critical things 
that siding is supposed to do. Because this was an 
11 month inspection, the owner knew he had a 
problem. Every time there was a rain, water would 
appear on the garage floor. Because of this poor 
installation, wind driven rain would find its way 
under the unprotected sill plate into the garage.   

Siding material 

Concrete 
foundation 

Exposed 
wood sill 
plate 
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In this photo at right, taken from the attic, the metal 
vent pipe from the furnace is visible. Because of the 
heat this pipe exhausts, there should be a 1 inch air 
space from combustibles around the vent pipe. 
Insulation is considered to be a combustible material. 
As combustible materials are exposed to high heat over 
time, the temperature at which they may ignite will 
lower. This is why code specifies clearances to 
combustibles in cases such as this. Some type of sleeve 
should have been installed to keep the insulation from 
contacting the vent pipe.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
At left, you are in the sub-structure crawl 
space looking up at the drain line from the hall 
toilet.  Notice how the wood floor truss has 
been cut completely in two so the toilet 
plumbing could be installed.  
 
How things should be according to plan don’t 
always pencil out. Improvisation often occurs. 
In this case, the support for the floor beneath 
the bathroom has been severely compromised.    
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1.3    Warranty Inspections 
 

With builders typically offering a one year warranty on their homes, many new home 
buyers opt to skip the pre-purchase inspection and have the home inspected before the 
warranty expires. These so called 11 Month, or warranty inspections, are often heavily 
marketed by inspectors purchasing mailing lists for new developments.  
 
If there is a downside to new construction inspections, it is that no one has experience living 
in the home. The home has no track record, no experience under fire so to speak. A 
warranty inspection offers the potential benefit of being able to identify symptoms or 
conditions which might not have been apparent before the house was occupied.  
 
Whether the inspection is performed before or after occupancy, the inspection report also 
creates a historical baseline for the home owner. It therefore becomes a tool for 
comparison should things change later. It may also become a legal tool should there ever be 
a need to prove the presence of a pre-existing problem.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
These photographs show severe wood rot which occurred due to improper flashing details 
around a window. The house was less than a year old. Damage here was estimated in the 
tens of thousands of dollars.  
 
Photos courtesy of R. Douglas Etter  
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2.1    Exploring the Inspection Process 
 

Over the years I have spoken with numerous people who were dissatisfied with their last 
inspection. As I listen to their stories, the one common denominator which generally emerges is 
the feeling that the inspector should have found something, but did not.  Certainly some of 
these complaints are legitimate and well founded. However, complaints are often rooted in 
misunderstandings which occur because of poor communication about the scope of inspection. 
Therefore, before the inspection actually happens, it's really critical that you understand exactly 
what to expect, and even more importantly, what not to expect. It is also important that you try 
to be present for the inspection, if not for the entire time, at least at the end. While every home 
inspector handles the process a little differently, I always try to share basic information about 
the inspection process with my clients first thing. This is the time for them to ask questions 
about the inspection, or bring up concerns about the home. By proceeding in this manner, I can 
either make a note to check out my client’s concerns, or let them know ahead of time their 
concerns are outside the scope of my inspection.  
 
Most inspection clients are referred by a real estate agent who will be working with them 
during the transaction.  Clearly an inspector should appreciate such referrals, but it may raise 
concerns of collusion for the client.  It is important for you to feel comfortable from the onset 
that the inspector is working for you. You must feel confident that he or she will call it as they 
see it, good, bad, or indifferent, to the very best of their knowledge and ability - period. The last 
thing any rational inspector wants to do is identify conditions which make the agent’s job 
difficult, or cause their client to terminate the transaction, but if that's what happens - that's 
what happens. Once again, this is why it is so important to check out the inspector, regardless 
of who refers them to you. But enough of that - let's start exploring some home inspection 
fundamentals:   
 

Scope of practice 
 

Standards of practice provide a frame of reference with respect to what a home inspector is, or 
is not, required to inspect. Things which an inspector is not required to inspect are referred to 
as being, “outside the scope of practice”. Standards are the guiding principles which a 
professional home inspector uses to ensure their clients receive a truly comprehensive 
inspection. They are the essential cornerstones which define the scope of the inspection.  
 
But how exactly do these written standards translate into a real life home inspection? To begin 
to answer that, think of a home inspection in general as a limited visual examination which 
evaluates all the major installed systems and components of the structure. The scope of 
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inspection will typically include evaluation of the exterior envelope, roof, heating system, 
plumbing system, electrical system, bathrooms, kitchen, utility, garage, attic space, and sub 
structure. Where a particular system is comprised of many similar components such as electric 
outlets, inspectors will generally only test a representative sampling of those outlets.  
 

Exclusions 
 

In any inspection there will be things which are not inspected, or outside the scope of practice, 
and therefore excluded from the report. Non-built in appliances such as clothes washers, 
clothes dryers and refrigerators are a good example. Sprinkler systems, septic systems, well 
related equipment, low voltage wiring and cable systems are also usually excluded, as are 
property lines and easements. Outbuildings and sheds may not be inspected unless specifically 
agreed upon to be included in the inspection, likely for an additional fee. On occasion, a client 
may request a particular component not be inspected, such as a roof which has already been 
professionally evaluated and is slated for replacement. In such a case, the inspector may 
exclude that particular system from their inspection. Insurance carriers often require specific 
language in the inspection contract with respect to items which are excluded or outside the 
scope of inspection, so be sure to review the contract carefully.  

 

Specialty inspections 
 

Often times, systems or components which are excluded, or outside the scope of practice of the 
general home inspection, may be addressed by a specialty inspection. Septic systems and wells 
are two of the more common specialty inspections which occur. Some inspectors receive the 
additional training and certification which qualify them to perform specialty inspections, such 
as pools, spas, mold, radon, or lead. Be sure to ask your inspector if they are qualified to 
provide this service should you wish to have items such as these addressed.  If you are involved 
in a real estate transaction, it is also wise to ask your real estate agent if there will be any other 
inspections involved in the transaction and who pays for them.  
 

Inspection findings 
 

Simply put, an inspection is not a pass or fail test. There is no grade, no score and no need for 
the structure to do well to please the inspector. It is simply an objective and informational 
process designed to benefit you by helping you understand conditions which may exist with the 
various components of the structure.  We will discuss this in more detail later. 
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Limitations of inspections 
 

The inspection is limited because there are restrictions and barriers that keep an inspector from 
assessing some things. In a very general sense, things which cannot be assessed are outside the 
scope of inspection. For example, an inspector cannot see inside the walls or underneath floor 
coverings any more than anybody else. And since they cannot perform destructive discovery 
like a contractor, these areas are outside the scope of inspection. There may be areas an 
inspector cannot fully access due to the risk of personal injury, such as a very steep or slippery 
roof. Liability also restricts an inspector from lifting things, moving things, or changing anything 
inside, or outside the home. So to coin my favorite phrase, an inspector’s job is to try to see 
everything they can without damaging things, moving things around or getting hurt. 
Understand that limitations and barriers such as these may conceal hidden conditions which 
the inspector will not be able to identify, especially with older homes. Therefore it is not 
uncommon to begin a remodel project on an older home, open a wall and discover a condition 
which the inspector simply could not have known about.   
 
Another consideration with respect to limitations is that conditions can change; day to day - 
sometimes even hour to hour. The classic example is a new roof leak which does not manifest 
itself unless there is rain; a frustrating situation for the inspector who inspects on a dry day. But 
other conditions may also affect the inspection. Perhaps on the day of the inspection the seller 
elected to stay home and the inspector had to work around screaming kids, or pets that were 
underfoot. Maybe moving boxes and stacks of personal belongings limited visibility and access 
inside the house. What if the water or gas was turned off? The list goes on and on, and it should 
be understood that any inspection, even at its best, is really a snapshot in time of what was 
visible on the day and time it is performed. The next day, even the next hour may paint a 
different picture, or illuminate things in a different light.  
 

Setting expectations 
 

When it comes to inspecting used homes, there will always be cosmetic bumps and blemishes 
just like a used car will have door dings. I generally don't spend time documenting such things, 
partly because they are to be expected and partly because it just isn't reasonable during the 
time allowed for the inspection. However, I do encourage my clients to let me know if there is 
something cosmetic or otherwise unusual they want to have documented.  This is one of those 
areas where it is important to be clear about expectations with your inspector. If the house is 
new, the time to identify cosmetic issues will usually be during the builder's walk through at 
which time the builder typically marks defects with a piece of blue tape so that the crew can 
identify the area in need of repairs. 
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Another aspect of setting expectations relates to that of discovery. In other words, should an 
inspector be expected to identify all the conditions with the home? The simple answer is no. 
Even if the inspection is performed with all due diligence by a well trained and experienced 
inspector, it is not a guarantee that every condition will be identified. I once heard that even 
the most experienced and expert inspector, given sufficient time to perform an inspection, may 
only find 80% of the conditions present. There are simply too many factors which can influence 
the discovery process. In the same vein, one inspector may go behind another and notice 
something different, just as still another may follow and find something different yet. Certainly 
there are those obvious or critical findings that no inspector should miss. Regardless, inspecting 
is a human process and as such it is subject to those parts of the human experience which make 
us all less than perfect.  
 

Length of the inspection  
 

There are a great many factors which influence the length of the inspection. Among these, the 
size and age of the home will have the greatest impact. Clearly, older homes will require 
greater attention as the potential for more conditions exists. A good example is wood rot 
decay. Inspecting an older home will require much more time looking for decay while it will not 
be an issue at all on a new home. Size and complexity are obvious factors as are structures 
commercial in nature. In occupied homes, inspectors often face issues gaining access to various 
portions or components of the home which may add considerable time to the inspection. In 
some cases, the inspector may even have to make a return trip to inspect something they could 
not gain access to initially – a good reason for homeowners to ensure their property is ready to 
be inspected. And of course allowing for time to review findings on site with the client is 
essential. All that said, a thorough and professional inspection on a typical, occupied home, 
with the client present, will generally take about 2 to 3 hours. Performing that same inspection 
with the home empty and no client present may only take 1 ½ to 2 hours. Reduce inspection 
time to 45 minutes or an hour and the odds of missing critical inspection issues rises 
dramatically. I have heard more than one inspector brag about performing five or six 
inspections a day by themselves and I have to wonder how many issues they missed. There is 
no avoiding the reality that one simply cannot perform a thorough and professional inspection 
in such a limited window of time.  
 

Inspection protocol 
 

Most home inspectors are very careful to adhere to a strict inspection protocol as this is their 
best defense against missing issues. Personally, I prefer to do the exterior first, then the roof, 
garage, interior, attic and finally the sub structure, but there really is no right or wrong way. If 
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you are present at the inspection, ask the inspector how they will be proceeding and how to 
best benefit from your time with them. While you may want to follow the inspector every place 
they go, you will likely find your time better spent doing a more detailed and deliberate 
personal walk through, measuring rooms and so on. I find that clients sometimes get a bit 
frustrated following me around as I stick close to my protocol and try to avoid being distracted 
answering questions about portions of the house I have not yet seen. Additionally, inspectors 
may not want you to climb their ladder to the roof or attic due to the risk of liability. In my 
experience it is best to let the inspector proceed unfettered and then gather at intervals to 
review the findings, look at any conditions, get explanations of  how things work and ask 
questions. This way the inspector can really focus on your questions since they will have 
completed the "hands on" portion of the inspection. 
 

Challenges during the inspection 
 

Generally, the homeowner will be encouraged to leave the home during the inspection. 
However, should they be present, it can create challenges as your inspector will likely be 
reticent to discuss findings in their presence. In my experience I have witnessed sellers become 
argumentative, defensive and even openly hostile if they perceive the inspection as an attack 
on their home. This can be a particular problem where the homeowner has performed remodel 
projects, or built the home themselves. Even a well intentioned seller, just by their presence 
alone, can have the effect of compromising communication between client and inspector. If I 
cannot find a private place on site to review findings, I may arrange to meet the client right 
after the inspection, perhaps down the driveway, or for a cup of coffee. The same holds true if 
there are renters on the premises. If the real estate agent is present, which hopefully is the 
case, they can be of great help should this become an issue.  
 

The inspection report 
 

Another question for your inspector relates to the inspection report. The full report may be 
fairly lengthy as it contains a lot of descriptive information and you need to ask how and when 
you will receive it. Some reports contain additional information such as an appendix with 
helpful homeowner information you will want to keep for reference. Many inspectors will 
create a summary which, in the interest of timeliness and brevity, can be sent via e-mail to their 
clients and their agent. However be very clear that a summary is not a substitute for reading 
the full report which will contain other important information such as items which could not be 
inspected, or were excluded. Thinking back to clients who were dissatisfied with their inspector, 
most probably never took the time to read the full report. In many cases, had they done so they 
would have thought much differently about their "bad" experience.  
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Re-inspections 
 

It is not uncommon for buyers to ask the home inspector to re-inspect to ensure that work has 
been completed or done properly.  For the inspector who is a generalist it can be a risky 
business being asked to check on the work of the specialist. Performing a re-inspection means 
the inspector takes responsibility for the work being done properly and to code, obviously well 
outside the scope of inspection. It is always best to recommend that any repairs be performed 
by a qualified professional who provides a warranty for their work.  
 
Lenders for VA, HUD and FHA buyers may request re-inspections and what is commonly called a 
carbon pack, FHA pack, HUD pack, or VA pack. They often call it a final pest report even though 
no such type of document actually exists. Technically, these are all common names for the 
same thing; a multi copy carbonless form created by the National Pest Management 
Association called the NPMA-33. Its predecessor, the NPCA-1 actually used carbon paper, hence 
the reference to a carbon pack. Since the form only addresses wood destroying insect 
infestation it will not meet the reporting requirements for Washington and most inspectors will 
augment the document with their own WDO report.  
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2.2    Home Inspections and Building Code 
 

For home buyers and builders alike, it is important to differentiate between a code inspection 
and a home inspection. Simply stated, a home inspection is not intended to be a process where 
the inspector checks for compliance with the building code. That is the job of the local AHJ, or 
authority having jurisdiction. In teaching future home inspectors we certainly address code and 
common code related issues, but not to the extent that would qualify them to inspect as the 
local authority would. A home inspector acting as a code compliance inspector will likely find 
themselves immersed in trouble from operating outside a nationally recognized and accepted 
scope of practice. However, what is critical is that the home inspector understands the spirit 
and intent of the code and that they be able to answer basic questions such as: Does it work? Is 
there a health or safety concern? Could damage occur? If a condition exists which is conducive 
to damage, or if a health and safety concern exists, then whether or not something meets code 
becomes an entirely moot point.   
 
As an example, consider the code requirement to have rails on a deck when it is a certain height 
off the ground. When installing the railing, code will require the spindles or balusters be spaced 
so a four inch ball cannot pass through them. The spirit and intent of the code is to protect 
small children who might get their heads stuck between the spindles and choke to death. Now 
consider the same deck, except now the deck is lower to the ground and railing is not required. 
However, railing was installed for aesthetic reasons and since the railing was not required, the 
spindles were installed with a five inch gap between them. A professional home inspector who 
understands the spirit and intent of the code will alert their client to this potential safety 
concern while the contractor might argue that this is allowed by code since the deck did not 
require railing in the first place. In the end, if a child were to choke to death, the argument over 
whether or not the installation met code becomes tragically irrelevant.      
 
Buyers often ask whether or not inspection findings and code related issues must be corrected, 
especially with older homes. In fact, some parts of the country have stipulations that certain 
conditions must be addressed during the real estate transaction, such as California which 
requires seismic straps on water heaters. Clearly, older homes will not meet current building 
code and for the home inspector, unless there is a health or safety issue, damage, or structural 
issue related to code, it is what it is. There is no mandate to bring anything up to code and 
there is no need to satisfy the inspector by addressing inspection findings. In fact, unless 
otherwise requested by a lender or insurance company, there is no demand to correct any of 
the conditions identified during the inspection. In practice the inspection report is a focal point 
during the negotiating process, but in reality, it is only an informational document for the 
buyer, nothing more.  
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Older homes often present code issues which can generally be lumped into two basic 
categories: The first is disclosure. This is where the home inspector will point out a condition 
and educate the client so they understand the possible ramifications. To use the example of the 
deck railing, the inspector would disclose the condition to the client and explain the risk to 
them. The second code related issue might be one of improvement, or upgrade. Consider the 
old flexible clothes dryer ducts which were so common. We no longer use them because lint 
would build up inside them and create a fire hazard. In this case, the home inspector would 
offer this explanation to the client and suggest they upgrade the dryer duct to a smooth wall 
rigid type. Clearly issues of disclosure and improvement may be relative according to one's 
circumstances and the buyer with small children may want to make improvements on the stair 
spindles. Regardless, it should be evident by now that the greatest role of the home inspector is 
that of an educator and that the inspection process is much more than creating a list of defects. 
Using your inspector’s expertise to put code issues into proper perspectives is the key to 
understanding what inspection findings are truly important.   
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2.3    Wood Destroying Organism Inspections 
 

In the real estate world, a wood destroying organism inspection, or WDO inspection, is most 
commonly called a pest inspection. There are specific inspections that may be performed for 
various other pests or insects, such as when a homeowner calls a pest control company with 
complaints of rats, bees, or mice, but these are not the kinds of inspections which home 
inspectors perform.  
 
Sometimes WDO, or pest inspections may be performed as a standalone inspection for the real 
estate transaction and a home buyer may choose this over a complete home inspection. 
However, the WDO inspection will be quite limited in scope compared to a home inspection 
and will not address potential issues with many systems such as heating and air conditioning, 
electrical, plumbing and structural.  
 
Whether or not your home inspection will include a wood destroying organism inspection will 
depend on whether or not your home inspector is also licensed through the Washington State 
Department of Agriculture as a structural pest inspector or SPI. Washington home inspector law 
does not require a home inspector to be responsible for identification of wood destroying 
insects and the home inspector may or may not choose to include this level of inspection as 
part of their complete home inspection. A prudent home buyer should ask the home inspector 
if they are also licensed as an SPI. In some instances, a second inspection by a pest control 
specialist or SPI may be needed should the home inspector discover insects which they are not 
qualified, or licensed, to identify.  
 
That said, let us explore the who, how and why with regard to the organisms that would 
damage your home – or to be a bit more technical; the common organisms which damage 
wood, the kinds of damage these organisms cause, and the conditions which tend to promote 
infestations and damage from these organisms. In practice, these are also the three basic 
components of a detailed WDO or pest inspection report. Here are a few definitions just to help 
keep things clear. 
 
Wood destroying organisms are also abbreviated as WDO’s. In general these include carpenter 
ants, velvety tree ants, moisture ants, termites, wood boring beetles and wood rot decay.    
     
Wood destroying insects are abbreviated as WDI’s. These include all of the above except wood 
rot decay, or wood rot fungus. 
 
Pest control operators are also known as PCO’s and pest applicators. They perform inspections, 
apply chemicals and deal with all types of pests through an approach called Integrated Pest 
Management, or IPM. They are more appropriately called Pest Management Professionals, or 
PMP’s. 
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2.4    Wood Destroying Organisms and the Damage They Cause 
 

In discussions about wood destroying organisms, we generally tend to think about two groups; 
primary wood destroying organisms and secondary wood destroying organisms. Primary WDO’s 
will infest and damage sound wood, while secondary WDO’s require certain conditions to exist 
before they will infest the wood. For example, carpenter ants are considered to be a primary 
WDO as they will readily infest dry and intact wood, such as the floor joists, or sub floor of a 
house. Moisture ants, a secondary offender, will generally require wood that is very wet and 
decomposing before they will infest.  
 
Understand that the information which follows is a very general overview and is not intended 
to qualify anyone to make proper insect identification. That is the job of a qualified and 
experienced Pest Management Professional.  There are also many other non-wood destroying 
pests such as roaches, rats, fleas, bedbugs, and so on. Technically, these would not be included 
as part of the WDO, or pest inspection.  

 
 
In the photo on the left, rats in the sub structure crawl 
space have been chewing on the pipe wrap insulation. 
A prudent home inspector will make some comment if 
they see evidence of such household pests or vermin. 
These can be very upsetting findings for their client and 
failure to report them will often result in a complaint.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Primary WDO offenders:                                          Secondary WDO offenders: 
 

Carpenter ants      Moisture ants 
Velvety tree ants            Dampwood termites  
Subterranean termites     Wood rot decay 
Drywood termites 
Wood boring beetles 
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Primary Wood Destroying Organisms 
 

Carpenter ants 
 

In general, carpenter ants tend to be quite large, ¼ to 3/8 inch, and the workers all vary in size. 
This variation in size is referred to as being polymorphic. Many people, even some home 
inspectors, tend to think of carpenter ants as not only being big, but as being all black. However 
this is not a reliable indicator as some species will be smaller and have body parts that are red, 
light brown and even yellow. As with most insects, identification can sometimes be challenging, 
even when one thinks they know what they are looking at. Clearly, proper identification should 
always be left to a qualified PMP, or WDO inspector. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A carpenter ant worker. (Photo courtesy of 
A. Antonelli) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Carpenter ants live in wooded areas, whether it is in a living tree, a stump, or a log lying on the 
ground. There, they may have large, well established, parent colonies with more than 100,000 
workers. When we build our homes near these colonies it only stands to reason that we risk 
infestation. After all, the ants were there first – and in all likelihood they’ll still be there when 
we’re gone. It should not be surprising if ants from these established colonies may quickly 
invade our new construction and create satellite colonies, sometimes even before the home 
has been completed. These satellite colonies may contain several thousand ants and they will 
actually clear a narrow trail allowing them to travel between the satellite colony and the parent 
colony. Carpenter ants are nocturnal, so the best time to see ants moving on these trails will be 
after the sun sets and before it rises.  
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As the first warm days of spring arrive, winged males and females, (reproductives), will leave 
the nest to reproduce and the air will temporarily be filled with large flying ants – commonly 
called a mating swarm. After that the inseminated queen will find a new nest site, perhaps in a 
stump, or under some beauty bark and a new colony will begin. While carpenter ants can do a 
good deal of damage to wood, they do not do so by eating it. In fact, their diet will actually 
consist of other insects and the sweet nectar from aphids, as well as decaying fruits and other 
animal foods. The damage these ants do to wood is associated with their proclivity to mine, or 
excavate, the wood for their nests. And while the damage associated with this mining can be 
significant, it may take several years or more to occur.  
 
During the cold winter months, carpenter ants remain dormant unless they happen to be living 
inside a warm environment. Therefore, if you find live ants foraging inside during the winter, or 
winged ants inside, the odds are good there is a satellite nest inside the house. These nests are 
especially common in moist areas such as where plumbing fixtures or pipes are leaking, or 
where roof leaks are occurring. The nests, or galleries created by the ants are clean and almost 
appear as though they have been sanded. The process of mining creates a byproduct which is 
called frass. This frass is a fine, light sawdust which usually contains body parts of the ants as 
well as other insects they may have eaten.    

 
 
 
In the photo on the left, taken from inside the 
sub-structure crawl space, the carpenter ant 
frass which has accumulated between the floor 
joists is beginning to fall out from around the 
sub-floor insulation. (Photo by L. Stamp)   

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
The photo on the right is taken in the corner of a 
basement. The carpenter ants have been very active 
in the wood framing above the concrete wall leaving 
this rather substantial pile of frass. The small black 
spots are body parts of carpenter ants and other 
insects. (Photo by L. Stamp) 
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Velvety tree ants 
 

Velvety tree ants have very fine, dense hairs on their abdomen, hence their name. They are 
much smaller than carpenter ants and may be both red and black, (the California variety), or all 
dark brown. Each of the species are also monomorphic, or all of one size. If crushed they give 
off a rotted coconut odor, just like the common, “sugar ant”, or odorous house ant.  
 

 
(Photos courtesy of L. Hansen) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Velvety tree ants are akin to carpenter ants in that they live in parent colonies in the woods and 
may infest structures where they will establish nests. Like carpenter ants they will form trails 
and they have a similar food source. They will also mine wood and foam insulation for nesting, 
although their impact is generally less than carpenter ants. Their frass tends to be finer than 
that of carpenter ants. Word from the field is that these ants also tend to prefer attic spaces.  
 
Velvety tree ant frass and ant bodies. (Photo courtesy of L. Hansen) 
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Styrofoam insulation chewed apart by Velvety tree ants. 
(Photo courtesy L. Hansen) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Subterranean termites 
 

Unlike carpenter ants and velvety tree ants, subterranean termites are actually able to digest 
cellulose material such as wood, paper and corrugated cardboard. They are often confused with 
ants, however their body lacks a, “waist”, like ants have and their antenna look like straight 
rows of tiny beads instead of smooth and elbowed like an ant. Subterranean termites are very 
small, from 3/16 to 3/8 inch. Also, winged termite reproductives have two wings on each side 
all of which are of equal size and shape while the reproductive ant has front wings which are 
noticeably larger and longer than their back wings.    

 
 
Subterranean termite soldier and workers. 
(Photo courtesy of D.A. Suomi) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Subterranean termites live in the ground with colonies feeding off the wood from stumps, dead 
trees, or maybe even construction debris. When that wood food source has either been used 
up, or gone to decay, the termites will then construct tubes of mud and fecal matter in a search 
of a new food source. Being a very fragile insect, these mud tubes, or shelter tubes, protect 
them as they travel back and forth from the food source to the underground nest where they 
provide food to the colony and gather water. Unfortunately the new food source at the other 
end of the mud tube is often the wood structure of a home, where the damages can be severe. 
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Inasmuch as these termites prefer a sandy loam soil, they are not found in all areas, but where 
they do exist, they can be widespread.  Like carpenter ants, termites will also have a mating 
swarm, but it is different regionally according to when prime weather conditions are likely to 
occur.   

 
The picture on the left shows a mud tube coming up from a 
support post in the substructure crawl space to the support 
beam. Mud tubes may be hidden discreetly in small cracks 
or voids in the foundation and are often totally concealed 
from an inspector’s view. When I know the home I am 
inspecting is in, “termite territory”, I always recommend 
regular and periodic pest inspections to monitor for any 
activity.  (Photo by L. Stamp) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The picture on the right is a close up view of mud 
tubes and fecal material, or scaling, left behind by 
what once was a very active infestation in some 
planking. (Photo by L. Stamp) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Left, Subterranean termites have destroyed the 
substructure crawl space access frame. (Photo by L. 
Stamp) 
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Drywood termites 
 

Drywood termites range from 3/8 to ½ inch long and differ from subterranean termites in that 
they will exist as small colonies in dry wood. They are not dependent upon a pathway to a nest 
in the soil and the water it would provide. In fact they can survive in sound wood with a 
moisture content as low as 3%. Microorganisms in their stomachs not only help them digest the 
cellulose materials, but they produce moisture which actually allows the termite to survive 
without this direct water source.   
 
Drywood termites will eat sound wood in houses, trees, posts, stored lumber and even 
furniture, although they reportedly favor attic spaces and exterior wood portions of structures. 
While they are indigenous to the more humid southern coast regions of the United States, they 
may be accidentally imported to other areas in wood that has been infested. Like subterranean 
termites and carpenter ants, drywood termites also have a mating swarm which typically occurs 
during early spring into summer.  

 

Wood boring beetles 
 

There are a number of wood boring beetles, but particularly troublesome for homeowners are 
those which are known to re-infest and damage sound wood. Of these, the two primary groups 
are called deathwatch beetles (Anobiid beetles) and powderpost beetles (Lyctid beetles).  A 
third species of beetle called a false powderpost beetle rarely re-infests wood, but in some 
cases can damage softwoods and even hardwoods. In addition to these three, there are a 
myriad of other species such as Ambrosia beetles, Roundheaded borers, Flatheaded borers, 
bark beetles and so on. But in keeping with a very broad and general look at significant wood 
destroying pests, we shall limit this discussion to the Anobiid beetle and Lyctid beetle.  
 
The species of Anobiid beetle most home inspectors will be familiar with typically prefers 
softwoods such as fir, pine, hemlock and cedar. The life cycle begins when adults lay their eggs 
within cracks and small voids in the wood. The eggs then hatch and produce a larva that 
burrows into the wood. The larva is destructive, not the adult, and even though they are tiny, 
they can cause extensive wood damage in the 5 -6 years it may take for them exit the wood as 
adults. They prefer a 13 – 20% moisture content in the wood so any conditions which promote 
high moisture may be conducive to infestation. It is quite common to find evidence of these 
beetles in older homes which were built with non-kiln dried lumber.  
 
Small, pin head sized holes in the wood, often like a miniature shotgun blast, are the giveaway 
to their presence. The wood debris kicked out of these holes, or frass, has a very, very fine 
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granular feel. Severely damaged timbers hit with a hammer will literally explode into a cloud of 
frass and small shards of wood. It is important to note that wood which is sufficiently damaged 
so as to require attention should be removed and replaced. The practice of, “crippling on”, or, 
“sistering on”, a replacement piece of lumber immediately adjacent to an infested piece is not 
preferred as the beetles may then re-infest that new lumber.  
 
 
 
 
 
In the picture on the right, the Anobiid beetle frass 
being kicked out from the floor joists has left a telltale 
pattern on the plastic vapor barrier of the 
substructure crawl space.  
(Photo by L. Stamp) 
 
 
 

 
 
        
 
The photograph on the left gives an idea of the 
size of the exit holes left by Anobiid beetles – just 
about right to fit the tip of a pen. If this were an 
active infestation, there would be fresh frass 
residue or fine sawdust coming out of the holes 
(Photo by L. Stamp) 
 
 

 
 
 
This photo shows a small pile of frass on the 
bottom plate of a wall. The exit holes in the wood 
are outside the picture frame on top. This is a 
good indicator the infestation is active.   
(Photo by L. Stamp) 
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Lyctid beetles have many behavioral similarities to the deathwatch beetle. The adults deposit 
their eggs in the same manner, the larva cause the damage and the infested wood will have 
holes in it which are only slightly smaller in size. However, the wood involved will generally be a 
hardwood such as oak, walnut, ash and even bamboo. In addition, the frass will actually be like 
talcum powder, lacking the slightly gritty feel of the Anobiid beetle. They will also tolerate 
lower wood moisture contents from 20% all the way down to 8%.  
 
These beetles are not uncommon to imported hardwood furniture, picture frames and wicker 
baskets. Some time ago we had stored a mahogany picture frame under the bed. Months later 
when we moved the bed, the picture frame had literally been reduced to an outline of a 
rectangle on the rug that was comprised entirely of powdery frass. Where these beetles have 
attacked more substantial items such as flooring, the infested wood may need to be removed 
and replaced.  
 
 

 
 
 
The picture on the left shows dead adult lyctid 
beetles lying amidst piles of frass next to a wicker 
basket. Note the size of the larval exit holes 
compared to the size of the dime.  
(Photo by L. Stamp) 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

An adult Lyctid beetle next to an exit hole.  
(Photo courtesy of D. A. Suomi) 
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Secondary Wood Destroying Organisms 
 

Moisture ants 
 

Moisture ants, or cornfield ants, are much smaller than carpenter ants - typically about 1/8 inch 
or slightly larger, and the workers will all be the same size. Their color will range from yellowish 
brown to a darker colored brown. These ants will eat other insects, sweet materials and they 
will tend aphids for the honeydew they produce. However, they will also feed on the fungus 
that grows within moist, dead and dying wood. Therefore they will commonly be found outside 
in rotting logs and stumps, old beauty bark and so on. If the wood members of a home are 
exposed to continued moisture, decay and fungal growth will eventually begin to develop. 
When that happens, moisture ants may then infest that wood. While the ants are not directly 
responsible for the rot damage, their presence will most certainly speed the decay process.  
 
Moisture ants are often discovered by the fine, heavy, darkly colored frass that is kicked out of 
the wood they are infesting. Often they will form this frass into protective tubes. Well 
established infestations will also use this damp sawdust and fecal material to form structures 
honeycombed with tunnels which are called 
cartons.   
 
 
 
Moisture ants. Winged queens on the left, males 
on the lower right and workers on the upper right. 
The workers are roughly 1/8 inch long. (Photo 
courtesy of A. Antonelli) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A moisture ant carton resting on the wood sill plate 
between the floor joists. (Photo courtesy of D. A. 
Suomi) 
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Moisture ants have constructed a protective tube up the 
framing that supports the skirting around a manufactured 
home. (Photo by L. Stamp)  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What is most important for inspectors is the role of the ant as an indicator species. In other 
words, where moisture ants are found in the wood members of a home, a moisture condition is 
almost sure to exist. The presence of moisture ants can often be traced back to plumbing leaks, 
flashing defects which allow water to penetrate the structure and wood in contact with damp 
soil, just to name a few. Once the source of the moisture has been eliminated and the wood 
either dries out or is replaced, the ant infestation will cease to exist. Treatment is typically not 
indicated for moisture ants, although sometimes it is welcomed by the contractor trying to 
correct the moisture condition and effect repairs.   
 

 
 
 
 
Moisture ant damage to a piece of cedar. 
(Photo courtesy of D. A. Suomi) 
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Dampwood termites 
 

While the body of a dampwood termite may appear similar to their subterranean termite 
cousin, they are substantially bigger, ranging from ½ inch to over 1 inch. Their color is also 
somewhat different and will range from a darker cream colored to brown. As their name would 
imply, dampwood termites will only feed on wood which is wet or damp, in a sense making 
them an indicator species like the moisture ant. In keeping with that similarity, correcting the 
moisture condition and replacing any damaged wood will eliminate the infestation, abnegating 
the need for chemical treatment.  
 
Dampwood termites will actively feed on this damp or wet wood which will often have 
evidence of decay as well. These insects will lead hidden lives inside this damp and decaying 
wood with no need for the shelter of an underground nest like the subterranean termite. This 
hidden presence may only be given away during the rains of late summer and early fall when 
winged reproductives take to the air for a mating swarm. A large presence of shed wings within 
a home could be an indicator of a possible infestation and moisture condition inside the house.    
 
   
 
The picture on the right shows a piece of concrete 
form wood which was left in place after 
construction. The contact with the soil caused the 
wood to become damp which in turn lead to a 
dampwood termite infestation. The small granules 
visible on the surface of the wood are fecal pellets. 
(Photo by L. Stamp) 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Wood decay fungus 
 

Wood decay fungus, often called wood rot decay, is probably the most common organism to 
damage wood. There are different types of wood rot fungi which are named according to how 
the infected wood looks – brown rot fungi, white rot fungi and soft rot fungi. Regardless of the 
name, these organisms start as microscopic spores on the wood surface which then grow to 
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form long, thin cells, or strands, called hyphae. These hyphae will then grow from the wood 
surface inward, eventually degrading the wood to cause what we call decay.  

In order for this decay process to happen, the fungi will require several things - an optimal 
temperature, oxygen, a food source and most importantly, moisture. Most well built and dry 
homes will have a wood moisture content of roughly 7% to 13% and since fungi typically need 
upwards of 20% moisture, the term, “dry rot”, is obviously misleading. Clearly, wood rot decay 
goes hand and hand with high moisture conditions.  

Fungi can survive in a wide temperature range, but the temperatures we keep our homes at are 
optimal. This ideal temperature range of 60°F to 90°F along with a high moisture condition such 
as a plumbing leak will then become conducive to to the growth of wood rot fungi and the 
decay they will cause.       

 

 

Wood decay fungus in the substructure post and 
beam framing. Since fungi require moisture, it is not 
uncommon to see water staining and water lines 
near the fungus.  (Photo by L. Stamp) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
In pulling back the insulation, one can see how the fungi 
has extended its reach into the subfloor.  
(Photo by L. Stamp) 
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Not visible to even a keen eye, a probe 
detects rot damage in LP siding due to 
improper flashing  (Photo by L. Stamp) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rot damage in the lap siding under a window 
(Photo by L. Stamp)  
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3.1    Challenges in the Inspection Industry 

 

A bit of history 

As a service industry, the business of doing home inspections dates as far back as the 1950's. By 
the early 1970's, home inspections were starting to become more common as a part of the real 
estate transaction.  

The American Society of Home Inspectors, ASHI, which is the oldest, most well known and most 
respected professional association, dates back to 1976. So while there may be some, "old 
timers", who have been in the business since day one, it is a given that the vast majority of 
home inspectors are people who had a former working career doing something other than 
inspecting. Many have come from construction related backgrounds, but there are also 
significant numbers who hail from non-related fields such as law enforcement, health care, 
public service, food service and so on.     

The growth of educational programs 

Around the early 1990's the real estate market across many parts of the nation began to 
experience extreme growth. The quickened pace of buying and selling homes, the relative ease 
of securing home loans, and the rapid, sometimes astronomical rise in property values became 
known as the housing bubble. It was an economic feeding frenzy and the demand for real 
estate related services such as home inspectors grew exponentially.  

More and more people saw a chance to carve out their piece of the financial pie by starting an 
inspection company; a trend which began to foster the growth of inspection training programs. 
At the time, there were some very good training options already in existence through colleges, 
franchises and other reputable institutions. However, new programs now sprang up 
everywhere and providing training for aspiring home inspectors became big business in and of 
itself.  

But with no uniform or nationally accepted educational guidelines, the quality and scope of 
these training programs varied to the extreme. Even at the state level, license and education 
requirements were diverse, if they existed at all. Further, some individuals who offered training 
could not back up their touted teaching credentials and reported expertise with any kind of 
special training, testing, or certification. It was as if by some epiphany they were suddenly able 
to declare themselves an educator and thus qualified to open a training program.  

Needless to say, those seeking to become an inspector found a myriad of educational resources 
from which to choose; some very good and some, not very good at all. Options ranged from 
intense hands on classroom training, to correspondence classes, to online training. Programs 
were available that lasted from a matter of days to several weeks and most every budget could 
be accommodated. Where no licensure requirements existed, some chose not to seek any 
education at all. Either way, home inspection companies now sprang up like weeds and the 
ranks of inspectors became swollen with people whose scope of training, competence, 
background and expertise might be best described collectively as grossly inconsistent.  
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The quest for certification 

For somebody wanting to enter the home inspection industry, the ability to put the word, 
"certified", after their name became the much sought after Holy Grail. After all, why would 
anybody want their home inspected by somebody who wasn't certified? How could an 
inspector successfully advertise without being certified?  

As the quest for certification grew, so did the evolution of associations, franchises and other 
entities promising to provide this all important designation. Among these, ASHI certification 
requirements remained the most stringent. The National Association of Home Inspectors, NAHI, 
which was established in 1987, followed suit. However, the certification requirements for other 
certifying entities ranged from soup to nuts, essentially eroding the very meaning of the word.  

It even became possible for a person to send in a fee after taking a simple on line test and then, 
as if by magic, become a, "certified inspector". Certainly there were well trained and well 
qualified inspectors who saw the business advantage in such simple certification processes, but 
that was not always the case. Needless to say, many home buyers who felt comfortable and 
confident they had hired a "certified" inspector later found themselves in for a rude and often 
costly awakening.   

Collateral effects for the consumer 

A great many inspectors found financial success to varying degrees during these boom times, 
but it was not without collateral effects on the consumer market. No offense intended, but 
anyone who is self employed knows that much of the general public tends to be very gullible, 
assuming a lot on faith and faith alone. Therefore, few people took the time to actually check 
out the inspector beforehand, a trend which still persists today.  

If the advertising was big, bold and colorful, the inspector just had to be good. If they were 
listed in the phone book they must be legitimate. If they were certified, they must do a good 
job. For the person just looking to make a quick dollar as a home inspector, it was a golden time 
of opportunity, whether they were truly qualified or not.  

The good times also brought an influx of real estate agents and ancillary services. Like the home 
inspection industry, these other professionals would soon find themselves facing their own 
challenges. Regardless, it was almost impossible for anyone to not score financially in the 
market.  

The combination of new agents and under qualified home inspectors, all looking to make quick 
money, was a fateful roll of the dice for the consumer who failed to do their homework. Many 
home buyers and sellers looked back later with remorseful hindsight, wishing they had just 
taken the time to ask a few pertinent questions first.  In the end, the message to the consumer 
remains clear - do your homework!       
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3.2    Licensing and Certification 
 

Licensing 

Having a license, as defined by Webster's dictionary, is, "A legal permit to do something; A 
written or printed certificate of legal permit". With respect to home inspectors, being licensed 
therefore might imply that one must meet certain requirements in order to receive the legal 
authorization, or permission to provide that service. And while it is understood that 
governmental regulation is inherently involved in this process, it is not a guarantee that being 
licensed constitutes a certain level of competence, or ability.  

In Washington State, prospective home inspectors must complete 120 hours of class room 
training from a state accredited facility. They must then take 40 hours of field training either 
from an accredited facility or a qualified, licensed home inspector. Finally they must pass two 
exams - a state examination covering standards and ethics and the National Home Inspectors 
Examination.  Licenses are issued through the Department of Licensing and license renewal is 
every two years. An inspector must also complete 24 hours of continuing education every two 
years to renew.  

As already mentioned, licensed home inspectors are no longer required to have a Structural 
Pest Inspector license from the WSDA. However, they are still required to identify wood rot 
decay and conducive conditions. Inspectors who want to become an SPI must pass a test 
administered by the WSDA and they must also maintain continuing education credits to renew 
their license. 

Certification 

Certification, on the other hand, is a whole different matter. Revisiting the words of Webster's, 
certification, or a certificate, refers to, "A document or written statement declaring something 
to be true, genuine, or legally valid". Obviously being licensed and being certified can be like 
apples to oranges, so what exactly does certification mean?  

As we have seen, the quest for certification spawned many entities, some of whose minimal 
certification requirements made it a gamble for someone trying to find a truly qualified 
inspector. With no nationally accepted certification process, a great disparity remains even 
today with respect to the various basic certifications which a home inspector may acquire.  

In researching those who provide home inspector certification, the number of resources seems 
almost limitless. Only a very few are professional home inspector associations while the vast 
majority are schools or franchises who are trying to promote their training program or business.  

Training advertisements abound with promises of being able to make big money as a home 
inspector after completing a quick, easy training program and receiving a certification. One 
school encourages persons serious about becoming a home inspector to get into the profession 
before their state makes it too difficult by adopting licensing. There is even a board which will 
award the designation of "certified master inspector" provided one is a non-felon and can meet 
a few other relatively simple requirements.  
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What exactly is legitimate certification? 

Legitimate certification implies a process of validation or authentication. In the case of home 
inspectors, it should be meaningful, reliable, consistent and quantifiable in its ability to confirm 
certain accepted levels of knowledge, training, and experience. There should also be a required 
continuing education component in order to maintain the certification. Any testing should also 
be psychometrically valid. Such a test is not easily developed. It requires intense research into 
instruments, procedures and theoretical approaches to measurement which will accurately 
assess one's familiarity with a particular body of knowledge. Tests which are developed in this 
manner are continually revised and improved and are legally defensible in a court of law. 
Perhaps the most well known exam in the United States is the National Home Inspector's 
Examination, (NHIE).   

 
Questions to ask 

 

All that said, there are important questions to ask when considering an inspector's certification: 
 

• Who is the certifying agency and what is their history? What is their mission statement? 

• What are the training requirements for certification? How many hours are required and what 
type of training is accepted - classroom, correspondence, online? What is the scope of training?  

• What is the testing requirement? Is it a psychometric test? What constitutes a passing score? 
How is the test administered - is it supervised in a testing facility or simply taken on line? How is 
the test taker's identity confirmed - how can you be sure one person didn't take the test for all 
the inspectors in the firm? 

• How many inspections must one complete to qualify for certification? How is this validated? Is 
there a process to verify that the inspection reports comply with the certifying agency's 
standards of practice?  

• What are the standards of practice? Is there similar testing which covers this and the code of 
ethics? 

• What is contained in the code of ethics? 

• What are the ongoing education requirements to maintain certification? How are they tracked 
and verified? 

In addition to a home inspector certification, there are many options for inspectors to receive 
specialty certifications. Some of these include mold testing, lead testing, mobile home 
inspection, commercial inspection, infrared assays and so on. If you are looking for a 
commercial inspection for instance, you would want to make sure your inspector is qualified to 
provide that service for you.  

Clearly, certification is not something which should be taken lightly. Use the internet and do 
your own search. You will find that time to be well spent.  



37 
 

4.1    Choosing the Right Home Inspector for You 
 

Ask any home inspector about their greatest frustration and it will be the phone call from the 
person whose only question is, "What do you charge?" In any gathering of home inspectors the 
topic invariably comes up and just as predictably, no one ever seems to have a good retort to 
deal with it. For well experienced inspectors it is such a frustration that some simply refuse to 
quote a fee. With the ready availability of inspectors who are always willing to offer discounts, 
or reduce their fees to beat out the other guy, it just isn't worth the time.  
 
Despite all the horror stories of bad inspectors and all the efforts to educate the public, there 
are still folks who look for an inspector as they would look for the best price on a new car. 
Caveat Emptor - let the buyer beware, does not even seem to be a remote consideration. The 
quest for the cheapest person simply overrides any common sense directive to check 
credentials or experience. Some will actually try to play inspectors against each other in a 
bidding war attempting to save a few dollars. It is absolutely astonishing that saving ten or 
fifteen dollars on an inspection can be an issue, while being fully postured to buy a home for 
two or three hundred thousand dollars, or more, is not! Not surprisingly, these are also the 
folks who often wind up as the victim in a home inspection horror story. The few dollars they 
saved will count for nothing if the inspector is uninsured, poorly trained, inexperienced, or just 
plain inept. The old and well worn saying advises us that, "If it looks too good to be true it 
probably is". There is often a reason behind the cheapest fee, but many just refuse to see it, 
even if the fee is shockingly and dramatically lower than everybody else's. Sufficed to say, not 
all home inspectors are created equal and getting the very lowest fee may equate to getting 
exactly what you pay for. Out of fairness, there are many newer inspectors who have paid their 
dues with respect to both training and commitment, and they can clearly demonstrate their 
quest for professional excellence. Certainly their fees may be lower than someone with a longer 
track record, but this does not necessarily mean they are a bad inspector. After all, everybody 
has to start somewhere.  Regardless, it only makes sense that a prudent homebuyer should 
consider the choice of inspector carefully and base their decision on more than just a fee 
structure.  

 
Is the inspector properly licensed? 

 

Using un-licensed inspectors may not only result in a bad experience, but there may be no legal 
recourse should things go bad. Therefore, the first, best step in finding the right inspector is to 
ensure they are fully and properly licensed. The contacts from the state have been listed in the 
appendix.  
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Certification and association membership 
 

We have discussed this at length and I will once again admit to my own personal bias. I believe 
a home inspector should belong to a recognized state or national professional home inspector 
association and that belonging to a professional association demonstrates a personal and 
professional commitment to the industry.  I will extend my bias to state that I believe an 
inspector should have completed, or be working toward, a legitimate and meaningful 
certification process, typically through the association they belong to.  
 

Background and continuing education 
 

Previous construction experience is certainly beneficial for any inspector, but knowing how to 
build something is quite different from knowing how to inspect it. The same applies to persons 
who hail from engineering or architecture.  It is important to ask about how much continuing 
education an inspector acquires to improve their knowledge and proficiency and maintain their 
certifications. 
 

Is the inspector insured? 
 

Belonging to an association is no guarantee that an inspector will be insured and in Washington 
State, home inspectors are not required to carry any insurance. However, if they are licensed as 
an SPI, they are required to have either insurance or a bond.  As we have already discussed, 
there are some inspectors who feel that having insurance essentially paints a target on them 
and therefore they carry none. However, the majority of inspectors maintain some type of 
coverage.     
 

What about fees? 
 

Any competent inspector recognizes the need to keep their skills sharp and knowledge current 
by maintaining active affiliation with professional associations and attending yearly continuing 
education events.  As these and other operational costs add up, an inspector’s monthly 
business expenses can be significant, reflected in inspection fees that may range from $350.00 
to $400.00 for a typical home. As you consider your choice, remember that professional 
expertise is founded in a never-ending commitment to achieve excellence and can only be 
maintained at a cost to the inspector, so once again, look at qualifications, don’t  just shop for 
the lowest fee!  
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Starting the search for the right inspector 
 

Word of mouth referrals from well trusted, reliable and knowledgeable resources are always 
the best starting point when seeking an inspector. Random calling through phone book listings, 
or other advertisements are the most perilous. The risks associated with such calls rank second 
only to the risks associated with finding prospective inspectors by calling numbers from 
business cards left at the local liquor store, or supermarket bulletin board. Contrary to intuition, 
having an ad in the phone book is not a testimony to one's credibility. The size or quality of the 
ad may have absolutely nothing to do with the inspector's experience, expertise, or integrity. In 
fact, the only real prerequisite for placing an advertisement is to demonstrate financial 
responsibility. There is no background check to ensure an individual's claim of credentialing or 
experience is accurate and in fact, sometimes it is not. As a self employed person, I receive 
various solicitations seeking my advertising dollars almost every week. From newspapers, to 
phone books, to calendars, ink pens, school events and local maps, it never ends. And all it 
takes is money - my money. In all the years I have been self employed, not one advertiser has 
ever asked for anything more that a credit card number or a check.  
 
Some years ago, my wife and I decided to have our inspection company participate in the local 
chamber of commerce business showcase. Being conservative by nature, we were both careful 
not to spend any more than was necessary or reasonable when we constructed our booth. I 
fabricated a very nice kiosk and supplied it with photos and samples, while my always inventive 
wife created a timely, delightful and professional looking St. Patrick's Day theme with the 
assistance of the local dollar store. During the next two days, as we looked on from the confines 
of our booth, we both stood in awe at the other inspector attending the event. His business was 
only a few months old and he was the quintessential rookie. Nevertheless, he was pouring huge 
amounts of money into his presentation, easily paying more than twice the fee to rent his spot 
than what we had paid for ours. He had gizmos and gadgets, video slide presentations and high 
quality, colorful banners and signs. The people attending the event flocked to his booth, 
obviously impressed since he seemed to be, “all that”. A few short months later, the inspector 
was out of business.  For the consumer, the lesson has always been clear; ask the important 
questions and don't be lead into a sense of false security based on advertising.    
 
One of the great places to look for an inspector is through the various association websites, all 
of which are included in the appendix. The ASHI and NAHI websites, for example, allow one to 
look for an inspector according to location and zip code. Further, one can even review 
information about each individual inspector. The internet in general is a great way of locating 
inspectors, but again, it doesn't take the place of asking the right questions, or seeking and 
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verifying pertinent information. Here is a simple step by step checklist which summarizes all of 
these important questions: 
 

• Is the inspector properly licensed? Are they also licensed as an SPI? 
• What association(s) is the inspector affiliated with? Are they certified by that association 

or at least working toward certification? 
• Does the inspector have any specialty certifications? Are they qualified to perform the 

inspection you need? 
• Is the inspector insured, or do they have a bond? 
• How much continuing education does the inspector participate in every year? 
• How long has the inspector been performing inspections? How many inspections have 

they performed? 
• Does the inspector have other inspection related background or experience?  
• What type of report is generated and how long will it take to receive?    
• How long will the inspection take?  
• Would the inspector prefer you not be present during the inspection? (If so, this is a 

name you will want to cross off your list of prospective inspectors). 
  



41 
 

4.2    What is a Professional Inspection? 
 

So far we have covered a lot of information about inspections – everything from history, to 
challenges, to standards, reporting, building code and insurance. But how should all this come 
together in the real world? What exactly are the essential components that define a truly 
professional inspection?  

Confidence 
 
A professional inspection starts with the consumer who takes the time to do their homework 
when choosing a home inspector. They ask the right questions and make a truly informed 
decision about the best inspector for them. They have not allowed price alone to be their 
guiding light. The initial interview is the beginning of a very critical relationship in which 
communication and trust are paramount. Having confidence in the inspector sets the 
groundwork for all that follows. This confidence fosters good communication unfettered by 
distrust, concerns about the inspector, or uncertain expectations. It allows the client to put 
aside such worries and focus their attention on the inspection and the home.  
 

Clear expectations 
 
A professional inspection is dependent upon all parties being very clear about what is going to 
happen, how it is going to happen and what the end result will be. This is why it is so important 
to choose a home inspector with good communication skills. In practice, a professional home 
inspector will make every effort to ensure their client understands the entire inspection process 
before the inspection ever begins. This should include an explanation of which systems and 
components will be inspected and which will not. The inspection protocol will be reviewed so 
that the client knows exactly how the inspection will proceed and how they can get the most 
out of their time with the inspector. This will be the time to discuss any particular concerns 
about the home and to talk about how and when the report will be delivered.   
 

Thoroughness and expertise 
 
A professional inspection is thorough and deliberate, taking care to look at all the visible and 
accessible components of the home. It takes the time that is necessary for this type of 
thoroughness and does not succumb to distractions, shortcuts, or deviations from protocol. A 
professional inspection is backed by consistent, objective and learned inspection techniques, 
not personal opinion, bias, or what seems important at the time. Inspection findings can be 
backed up by scientific evidence and industry standards, not just whim or fancy.  
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Communication and sensitivity 
 
A professional inspection is much more than just identifying issues. It is about how those 
findings are presented to the client. A professional inspector understands that what they say 
and how they say it has a critical impact on their client. They understand that their client may 
look to them for more information than what they are able to give and they are careful not to 
practice outside their scope of expertise. Issues should always be discussed in an objective, 
factual, non reactive and non alarming manner. This also means having patience, sensitivity and 
empathy for the client’s potential anxieties and fears about the transaction.  

 

Impartiality 
 
A professional inspection is based on impartiality and objectivity. Personal beliefs and opinions 
must be kept separate from the facts and findings at hand. A professional inspector will have no 
vested interest in the property, no need to ensure the transaction goes through to completion. 
There will be no conflicts of interest, no collusion between the inspector and Realtor, no 
attempt to use the inspection as a way to garner other work, such as repairs.   
 

Reporting 
 
A professional inspection is documented with clarity, conciseness and accuracy. It reflects the 
understanding that other trades persons or disciplines must be able to effectively follow up 
from the document.  A professional inspector also realizes that whenever they report on an 
issue it is likely to have financial repercussions for someone. Therefore, what is written and 
how it is written is critical. The report is also timely in its delivery and professional in its 
appearance.    
 

Service 
 
A professional inspection is service oriented. A professional inspector understands their 
responsibility to the client and they dedicate themselves to providing the highest level of 
service possible. They know that an inspection is more than just showing up, discovering issues, 
getting paid and moving on to the next one. It is a golden opportunity to educate their clients 
about the structure and how to care for it.  It is a chance to create an ongoing relationship 
where the client knows they will always have a trusted resource at their side. It is a way for the 
inspector to give back to the community who gives to them. 

 



43 
 

5.1    Gearing Up for the Inspection 
 
Attending a home inspection can be a tremendous learning opportunity for anyone, especially 
first time home buyers. Taking the time to get prepared and assemble a few basic items will 
help you make the most of your time during the inspection, especially if you plan to get, “down 
and dirty”, with the inspector. Here is a simple check list to help out. 

 

• Flashlight 
You certainly don't need an 8 million candlepower spot light, nor do you want a small, dim 
penlight. Bring a good, reasonably heavy duty and bright flashlight, such as a 2 D cell Mag Light 
or something similar, especially if you plan on going into the substructure crawl space.  

• Pen and Paper 
You should receive all the inspection findings in a written report, so there isn't a need to write 
everything down. However, inspectors often impart little gems of wisdom, off the record, that 
can be valuable later. Or, you may want to keep record of your own comments, measurements, 
questions, and so on. Along with your pen and pad of paper, a clip board is often very helpful.    

• Tape Measure 
Inspectors generally carry tape measures, but it is good to have your own. You may want to 
measure rooms, doors, or the size of the refrigerator opening. 

• Rain Gear 
Depending on the weather report, a rain jacket or umbrella can be a welcome addition to your 
inspection kit as well as a hat. If the site is muddy, or not landscaped, you may want to bring 
rubber boots as well.   

• Crawl Space Gear 
If your house has a substructure crawl space that you plan to check out, some extra preparation 
will be in order. You really want to be sure that you keep your  street clothes clean as the crawl 
space can be a very dirty place. For basic crawl  gear you will want to bring coveralls, knee pads, 
a hat, a filter mask and gloves. Elbow pads can also prove to be a blessing. Be sure to thoroughly 
wash with soap and water, or a non-rinse hand wash after your crawl  

• Digital Camera 
Digital cameras are a great asset and are used extensively by home inspectors. However, the 
photos your inspector takes will likely be quite different from the ones you want to keep for 
your scrap book, or to send to family and friends. Therefore it’s always a good idea to bring your 
own camera. Just remember, if you plan on e-mailing a lot of pictures, be sure to set the camera 
settings to lower quality (640 x 480) as the recipients of your e-mail may have difficulty 
downloading too many large pictures.    
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5.2    Inspecting Without a Real Estate Agent 
 

While the majority of home inspections are for clients conducting the transaction through their 
real estate agent, many are performed for buyers acting as their own agent. For the inspector, 
this can create awkward situations as the buyer may look to them for advice they are not 
qualified to offer. Commonly asked questions include such things as: Is the purchase a good 
deal? Where are the property lines or easement lines? How far does the green belt extend? 
Where is the septic tank and drain field? What repairs should I ask for?  Who should I call to fix 
things?  
 
Understand that an inspector has no interest in the value of the property and cannot judge 
whether or not the price is fair. That is neither their job nor their expertise. Only a real estate 
professional who is intimately familiar with market values and deals with these issues on a daily 
basis is qualified to offer that kind of guidance. Of course it is the appraiser who judges value 
for purposes of the loan, but regardless, any discussions of cost and value are most certainly 
not within the purview of the inspector. The home inspection focuses on the structures on the 
property, not the property lines, easements, boundaries, or locations of buried tanks and drain 
fields. Certainly the agent may not know either, but they are the best qualified and experienced 
person to ferret out the information. Just like locating where the septic and drain field are, they 
will know how to help find the information in the most efficient way.  
 
It is not unusual for unrepresented buyers to purchase a property from a friend who is also 
working without a real estate agent. This can bring on challenges of its own as negotiating over 
inspection findings may severely test the limits of the relationship. As the old saying goes, 
"Business is business and friendship is friendship" and when somebody has to open their wallet 
to pay for repairs, "friendship" can take on a whole new meaning. Working with an agent brings 
an objective, professional perspective to the transaction that helps these negotiations become 
less personal and more businesslike. They will be experienced in all phases of the negotiation 
process; from helping determine what to negotiate over, to completing the proper forms, to 
conducting a professional and diplomatic transaction, to helping find the right professionals to 
perform the repairs. Again, these are all tasks that are far outside the inspector's scope of 
responsibility or expertise.  
 
The well worn phrase states your home is the biggest investment you will ever make. It is also 
perhaps your biggest liability and carrying out this business transaction without the benefit of a 
professional who is trained and experienced to represent your interests can be a very risky 
proposition. A professional inspection is important to be sure and it will certainly help you 
understand the condition of your future home, but that is all. So before you decide to go it 
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alone, take the time to talk to a real estate professional about the services they offer to help 
facilitate this most important purchase.     
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5.3    The Etiquette of Scheduling  
 

Time is money, especially when the sun shines 
 

In times past, I must admit that I never really gave much thought to the appointments I set up 
with various businesses, or professionals. It was just another thing to do - another burden I had 
to accommodate with my very important personal schedule. We have all heard the old adage 
that time is money, but until one becomes self employed, it often doesn’t really hit home. 
There is no paid sick leave. There is no paid vacation. Days off are days not making money; they 
must be well planned and budgeted for. For most, a sick day is just another work day, albeit a 
potentially miserable one. To compound this, many self employed folks experience a seasonal 
fluctuation in workload. For home inspectors, the winter months are typically slower. Thus 
while time is money, the other old adage about making hay while the sun shines also comes 
into play.  
 

It’s about having respect 
 

Just after I first started my business, I received a call from a real estate agent late on a Friday. 
He had a crisis and was in desperate and dire need of having a pest inspection done over the 
weekend. The soonest I could accommodate him was Sunday, and being thankful for any work, 
I set the date. The day before, I was suddenly hit with the flu, but I honored my commitment 
despite having a 104 degree temperature. Performing the inspection, especially the sub-
structure crawl space was a tortuous nightmare I can still vividly recall. Additionally, this was 
prior to all the internet connectivity I enjoy now. Completing and delivering the report involved 
much more physical enterprise than electronic. Nevertheless, I made sure he had his report 
that very same day, just as promised.  
  
Mid day that following Wednesday I received a call from the agent - he was just then reviewing 
the report for the first time – the same report which he had so desperately needed before the 
prior Monday. More angering was that he disagreed with some of my findings. He had even 
called another more experienced inspector, trying unsuccessfully to find fault with the 
recommendations of my report. That agent has never called me again in the 10 years I have 
been inspecting. Not that it would have mattered. I had already been fooled once.  
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Looking out for number one 
 

I think of real estate transactions as the most contrived crisis in the world. From the moment a 
seller agrees to put their house on the market, everything becomes a legal deadline. It is as if 
the house will suddenly burst into a ball of flames should a deadline not be met. I truly admire 
real estate agents who can survive in that world. A home inspector is certainly not unfamiliar 
with meeting deadlines, but where an agent may only be dealing with a few at a time, a busy 
inspector will be dealing with 10 or more a week. A good inspector in a strong market could 
easily work 7 days a week for weeks on end - but at what price?  It’s far too easy for an 
inspector to get burned out if they don’t set limits. I have seen it happen more than once 
before.  
 
Some time ago, a friend and well experienced fellow inspector decided to sell his business. He 
was clearly not in the best of health and by my impression, seemed overtly tired and used up. 
Before he retired, he introduced me to an agent he had worked with often, thinking the agent 
would like my style and communication skills. It was a much appreciated and very professional 
gesture. My first call from that agent was late on a Monday requesting an inspection the 
upcoming Wednesday. As luck would have it, a cancellation left an opening. The next two times 
I received a call, it was with the same short window of time, once even asking for an inspection 
the following day. Unfortunately my schedule could not accommodate the agent without either 
cancelling someone else, or working late into the night, and there was no negotiating another 
day. After that, the phone calls stopped.  In the real estate office some weeks later I was 
confronted by the agent. He informed me that the other inspector had always accommodated 
him, no matter the time or the day.  I was advised that I should have done the same. After all, 
he was doing me a big favor just by calling. He then told me that apparently I wasn’t, “hungry 
enough”. In either event, he had found an inspector who would cater to his special needs.  He 
simply could not see that the problem was his.  
 

Last minute cancellations 
 

Paying a $300.00 to $400.00 inspection fee may lead you to believe that an inspector is just 
raking in the dough. After all, doing a couple inspections a day for $600.00 to $800.00 is good 
money – until you start calculating in those needed days off and all the slow winter days with 
only one inspection, or perhaps none. Now consider an inspector’s operating expenses. Many, 
like insurance and phone, stay constant through the year regardless of the inspector’s 
workload. An inspector may pay anywhere from $600.00 to $900.00 a month or more for errors 
and omissions insurance. If they have a slow month, that rate doesn’t suddenly go down. So in 
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the end, all those fees may not pencil out quite as one would think. Before I became self 
employed, cancelling an appointment last minute was no big deal to me - especially if I was 
cancelling something I wasn’t really looking forward to, like having a tooth filled.  However, last 
minute cancellations can represent a significant financial loss for anyone self employed.  
  

Are you sure you’re ready to schedule the inspection? 
 

Do you have loan approval? When the housing market was in full swing, things happened 
pretty quickly. Buyers and real estate agents, anticipating a sure thing, often got ahead of 
themselves in scheduling inspections. More than once, I had last minute cancellations because 
the buyer’s loan approval fell through.  
 
Do you have mutual acceptance? Mutual acceptance means that the seller has accepted the 
buyer’s offer on a property. This agreement will be subject to a home inspection at the buyer’s 
discretion. It is not uncommon for real estate agents and buyers to schedule an inspection prior 
to mutual acceptance. However, if the deal falls through at the last minute, the inspector can 
be left holding the bag. 
  
Are the utilities on? It’s really difficult to perform an inspection with no power, no gas, no 
propane, or no water. With bank repossessions, vacant houses and new construction, these are 
critical questions. Remember, it is outside the scope of an inspection for an inspector to turn 
utilities on. Arriving on site to discover that utilities are off may mean cancelling the inspection, 
or making a return trip, possibly for an additional charge.  
 
If the property is new construction, is it 100% finished? It’s also really difficult to inspect a 
newly constructed home if it is not completed. Completion means that the finished floor 
coverings, appliances, doors, fixtures and appliances have all been installed. Ideally, finish 
cleaning has been done as well. If, for example, there is too much sheetrock debris in the 
bathtub or shower, I will not operate it because I don’t want to see all that debris go down the 
drain.   

Critical information 
 

If the answer is yes to all the questions above, then it is time to gather some pertinent 
information before making the call to the inspector. Understand that inspectors must ration out 
every moment of their scheduling time. To do so, they need to know everything possible about 
the property up front. In fact, an inspector may not be able to even assign a scheduling time 
until they have some basic information.  
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Demographics: You may know where the structure is, how to get there and how long a drive it 
is, but the inspector may not. Don’t assume anything. I once spent an hour looking for an 
address only to discover it was in a different city than what I was led to believe. Any 
information to help the inspector find the property in a timely manner is always appreciated, 
especially in outlying and rural areas. 
 
What type of structure is it? Is the subject structure stick built, modular, or manufactured? Is it 
a condominium, or a townhouse? 
  
Is the structure residential or commercial? Commercial buildings demand different approaches 
and understandings than residential. It is possible the inspector may not even be qualified to 
perform the inspection you need. It will be important for the inspector to know if the structure 
is a single family residence, a duplex, a multiplex, or an apartment complex. Is the structure 
more purely commercial, such as a restaurant or office? Do you plan to change the use of the 
structure once you take possession? For example, are you going to take a single family 
residence and change it into offices? Inspectors may be able to identify potential challenges if 
they understand that the usage of the structure may be changing. 
  
Is the property vacant or occupied? The time it takes to inspect a vacant house can be much 
different that the time to inspect one which is occupied. Also, knowing a house is vacant may 
allow a little more latitude for the inspector to show up a bit early. This is always of great 
benefit to an inspector, especially if they completed their previous inspection more quickly than 
anticipated. 
   
How big is the house? Obviously it will take longer to inspect larger homes than smaller ones. 
Subsequently, many inspectors base their fees primarily upon square footage. 
  
How old is the house? Older homes will demand more attention to some details, such as 
looking for rot. Thus, the age of the home may have an impact on fees. Well experienced 
inspectors also know what to expect based on the age of a home. This too helps refine the 
scheduling process. 
  
Are there any special attributes? An inspector’s fee schedule is based on typical floor plans. If 
there are additional electric panels, a second kitchen, a mother in law apartment, or a butlery 
for example, let the inspector know. The same holds true for things such as pools, spas, saunas, 
or other unique systems. 
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Are there any challenges with the structure? If you are aware of any conditions, history, or 
problems related to the structure, it is wise to inform the inspector. This way they can make a 
reminder to take extra care to check these out, or maybe allow for a little more time on site. 
  
Do you have any concerns about the structure? Obviously the inspector is working for you. 
Mention your questions or concerns up front. Use their skills to your advantage to make sure 
your questions and concerns are addressed. 
  
Are there outbuildings to inspect? If there are additional structures to be inspected, let the 
inspector know when you schedule the inspection, not after they have arrived on site. If you 
don’t, there may not be time to include the additional structure. It will also be important to give 
the inspector as much detail about the outbuilding as possible. For example, checking out a 
detached shop with no power or water will obviously take less time than inspecting the same 
structure with a livable mother in law apartment above it.   
 
 

 
You really don’t need to pay an inspector to 
tell you what’s going on here. Garden sheds, 
tool sheds, non-permanent structures and the 
like are not normally included in the 
inspection.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
Be flexible 

 
Remember that an inspector receives referrals from any number of sources. And while they will 
do their best to keep everyone happy, they cannot always accommodate each and every 
personal need. Always plan ahead. Don’t wait until last minute. The time to schedule an 
inspection is immediately upon having mutual acceptance, not days later.  
 
Buyers often want inspections performed on the weekend because they have to work during 
the week, or perhaps late in the evening because they have to work during the day. Aside from 
the inherent difficulties of trying to inspect in the dark, most busy home inspectors will already 
be working Monday through Friday starting in the morning. As a matter of self preservation, 
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they may be reticent to book themselves through the weekend or late in the day. They know 
that if they burn themselves out, become injured, or get sick, the agents who referred to them 
will just find another inspector. That’s the way of the world. Therefore, like so many other 
things in life, it pays to plan ahead and be flexible. 
  

Last, but not least 
 

The inspector will expect to receive payment upon completion of the inspection. Be sure to 
inquire about method of payment as not every inspector will accept credit or debit cards. On 
occasion payment may be made out of escrow, but be sure to ask about this up front. The 
inspector may not be willing to wait to receive their fees. 
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5.4    What Not to Do 
 

As well meaning as most home buyers are, there are those occasions where their actions can 
actually compromise the inspection. I recall a situation some time ago where the buyer literally 
shadowed me throughout the entire inspection, never venturing more than a few feet from my 
side. In fact, he kept so close, that on two occasions when I stood up after bending over to look 
at something, I bumped him with my head.  
 
The worst part was the constant barrage of questions; what’s this, what’s that, that kept pulling 
me away from what I was trying to look at. Maintaining my focus and direction was nearly 
impossible and what should have been a two and a half hour inspection took nearly four. In 
that time, I’m certain I missed some things that I normally would not have. Don’t get me wrong, 
I commend anybody who has the wisdom and courage to ask questions and the home 
inspection is a great time to learn about your home. However, there comes a point, such as the 
situation above, where some discretion is needed.   
 

Working with the inspector 
 
Over the years I have found that I am most effective as an inspector when I can be left alone to 
stick to my protocol, do my job and then gather up with my client at intervals to review the 
findings. That way I am not distracted by questions, or people in my way, and I can really focus 
on the items I am inspecting. As I am doing this, I encourage my clients to do their own detailed 
inspection, measuring rooms, planning furniture layout, paint colors and so on. Knowing that 
they will at least have a couple of hours while the inspection proceeds also causes most people 
to take a longer, harder look at the structure. Oftentimes during this process they will make 
discoveries, or come up with questions, that they might not have if they were following me 
around. The review process then becomes a great time to explore these discoveries and answer 
the questions as we walk around and discuss my inspection findings.  
 

Family and friends 
 
Another difficult situation can occur when the buyer brings numerous friends and family to the 
inspection. Most times this is not an issue, but when several people all start asking questions of 
me it can really impede the inspection process. From a time perspective, it can be challenging 
when I must explain the same thing over again to someone else such as the doting father who 
wasn’t on hand as I explained an issue to their son or daughter. More than once I have found 
myself faced with trying to explain a condition to my client as their friend or family member 
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kept interjecting their own opinions and suggestions into the conversation. On occasion, 
conversations have almost turned into an argument as my professional recommendations 
differed from the personal advice of friend, or family. The friend or family member who is a 
contractor can be particularly challenging. Often it can be like a game of one-upmanship as they 
must show that their level of knowledge or competence is equal to, or greater than mine. 
Sometimes other people have acted as if I was performing the inspection for them instead of 
my client, dominating my time with their own questions. And other times it can just be difficult 
to physically work through the multitude of people in the home, or maintain focus amidst all 
the noise, distractions and conversations.  This is not to say that the home inspection isn’t a 
good time to show off the house, but again, some discretion is in order.  
 

Other service providers 
 
Similar to the issues with friends and family, buyers will often schedule contractors or other 
service providers during the inspection. Sometimes the seller has made arrangements for 
movers to arrive and the inspection gets scheduled for the same time. Now the challenge can 
become one of competing for portions of the home, or trying to stay out of the way of the 
movers. For example; think of the inspector attempting to inspect the kitchen area while the 
flooring salesman is trying to do a layout and get measurements. Or suppose the painting 
contractor needs to discuss colors with the buyer while the inspector needs to talk about an 
important finding.  Maybe the movers are packing boxes into the garage and the inspector 
cannot properly access the furnace or water heater.   
 
Either way, the inspector may now have to break from protocol. It is understandable that for 
the buyer, it only makes sense to try to kill several birds with one stone. So if you are planning 
to have other people at the inspection, particularly tradespersons discuss that with your 
inspector when you set up the inspection. Let them know what you are planning so that they 
can be postured for any possible challenges that may lie ahead.    
 

Logistics 
 
A personal frustration is when I cannot park my vehicle close to the property to be inspected.  
Sometimes when there are several vehicles present, I may have to park some distance away. It 
can then become a logistical nightmare trying to carry inspection tools, ladders and so on. Also, 
on those rainy days, it is nice to be able to back up under cover and be dry while suiting up for 
the sub structure crawl space. Nothing is worse than coming out of the crawl space all dusty 
and covered with spider webs only to have to walk in the pouring rain to the truck. 
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6.1    Navigating Through the Inspection Report 
 

As the inspection industry has grown, technology has responded with the creation of advanced 
software programs that inspectors can use to quickly produce high quality, computer generated 
inspection reports. Some programs, designed to work in concert with small handheld 
computers, allow inspectors to go essentially paperless on site. Small portable printers are 
readily available and reports can be printed out on site, or out of one's vehicle if desired. Most 
every savvy inspector also makes full use of the internet to guarantee timely delivery of their 
inspection reports, a critical part of the real estate transaction. And of course handwritten 
report forms are still available and used by many.  
 
Regardless of how it is generated, a professional report can generally be dissected into several 
areas. In very simple and practical terms one might think of the report as addressing four 
interrelated components: What was inspected and how. - What couldn't be inspected and why. 
- Condition versus conditions. - Recommendations for follow up or repair.  
 

What was inspected and how - (Standards of Practice) 
 

Washington State has set forth standards which address many of the documentation 
requirements related to what was inspected and how. These standards of practice, along with a 
professional code of ethics, also speak to the manner in which the inspection should be 
conducted. Therefore, a certain amount of any professional report will contain documentation 
aimed at meeting standards.  You can take a look at these standards at the end of the book in 
the appendix. 
 

What couldn’t be inspected and why (Disclaimers and Exclusions) 
 

After documenting to meet standards, reports may contain a substantial amount of language 
intended to protect the inspector from liability. This is the, "what was not inspected and why", 
portion of the report. There will be disclaimers, exclusions and various boilerplate comments; 
all designed to avoid the possibility of litigation over conditions outside the inspector's scope of 
inspection or responsibility. In fact, documenting what wasn’t inspected and why is probably 
more important in some ways than documenting what was inspected. Particularly critical will 
be language which speaks to inaccessible areas and any possible hidden damages or conditions. 
Here are some other actual examples:  
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Gutter and downspout leaks, like roof leaks, may not be apparent during the inspection due to the 
weather conditions at the time. The only way to ensure no leaks or defects exist is to observe the system 
during a prolonged and heavy rainfall. 

 
The back deck is built close to the ground and cannot be accessed from beneath for inspection. Be aware 
hidden conditions may exist. 

 
The garage is full of storage boxes and other stored items. There are also two vehicles parked in the 
garage. Access to inspect is severely limited and hidden conditions may exist.  

 

Documenting conditions and condition 
 

With respect to documenting findings, it is important to touch on the difference between 
documenting condition versus documenting conditions. Describing the condition of systems and 
components documents the scope of the inspection and provides a written record validating 
that these systems and components were indeed inspected. In simpler terms it is an inspector's 
way of saying, "I inspected this."  Often the language describing condition may be something 
like: “Appears serviceable”,  “No conditions were identified”, or “There is typical use related 
wear”.  This is a wholly different matter than documenting conditions such as construction 
defects, damages, or health and safety issues. Here’s an example describing the roofing system:  
 

INSPECTION FINDINGS: 
 
 General Condition:  No reportable conditions identified. 

 Roofing Fasteners:  No reportable conditions identified. 

 Roofing Installation:  No reportable conditions identified. 

 Flashings:  No reportable conditions identified. 

 Vent Boots:  No reportable conditions identified. 

 Ventilation:  No reportable conditions identified. 

Miscellaneous:  Other roofing conditions: The boot around the power mast has deteriorated and 

mastic has been applied. This too is now failing and is in need of repair. Be aware hidden conditions may 
exist. Recommend evaluation and repair by a licensed roofer. 

 Gutters:  Gutter is sloped improperly and holding water: Recommend correction. On the back side of 

                  the house, the gutter is sagging slightly in the middle.               
 
 

Report recommendations 
 

Documenting conditions and making recommendations is not always as straightforward as the 
examples above would suggest. Consider a situation where the inspector identifies a missing 
roof flashing detail that is allowing water to leak behind the exterior siding. The inspector 
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understands that over time, this water will foster decay and mold infections behind the siding, 
possibly into the wall framing itself. Depending on the age of the structure, this may have 
already occurred. If the inspector only documents that the missing flashing needs to be 
installed, they may eventually find themselves liable for not disclosing the possibility of hidden 
conditions. To avoid that possibility, a knowledgeable inspector realizes they should not only 
document that water is leaking behind the siding, but that there is a possibility of hidden 
conditions inside the wall. They may even recommend that a licensed contractor be called to 
perform destructive discovery to ensure no hidden conditions exist. Clearly this creates 
headaches for all parties involved, but for the prudent home inspector, it is a very necessary 
evil.  
 
Speaking of recommendations, remember that they are just that, recommendations. They are 
not repair requirements, only the opinion of the inspector at the time. Additionally, an 
inspector’s recommendations will generally not go into great detail about the specifics of any 
corrective action as that is at the discretion of the tradesperson performing the work. However, 
exceptions may exist such as the inspector who is also a contractor and therefore qualified to 
make more detailed recommendations. Going back to the roof flashing example above, the 
inspector's recommendations would not be expected to spell out exactly how the contractor 
should evaluate the wall for hidden conditions, or repair any damages.  
 

Documentation Challenges 
 

Sometimes inspectors must exercise caution about being too specific in their reporting. 
Typically, this relates to those times when inspection findings related to a particular system or 
component encompass more than just a single observation which can be easily described or 
identified. As a good example, think about a large wood deck that has numerous and scattered 
areas of rot decay present. Now let us imagine the inspector has chosen to describe this rot in 
exacting detail, noting specifically where rot is present and how severe it is. The first problem 
with this scenario is one of time. It is simply not reasonable to attempt this level of discovery 
and documentation during the normal time frame of a complete home inspection. If an 
inspector were to approach every system and component with that mentality, the inspection 
could take a full day, or longer. The second issue relates to the basic role of the home inspector. 
As a generalist, the home inspector’s mission is to identify issues which need further evaluation 
or repair by a specialist. It is not within the definition of a generalist to perform a specialist’s 
level of discovery.  Further, the true extent of some conditions can only be determined by 
destructive discovery which we know is outside the inspector’s scope of practice. Lastly and 
most importantly is the concern for liability. If one acts as a specialist, they may then be held 
accountable for performing at that level of expertise. In the case of the deck, should the 
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inspector’s documentation be inaccurate or insufficient in any way, they may incur the liability 
for repairing the areas they missed. For this reason most inspectors would document the 
damage in a general manner, much the same way this example was described in the beginning. 
Following that, the inspector would then defer to a specialist, recommending they perform a 
more thorough assessment of the extent of the problem and make repairs as needed.  
 
Another good example relates to electric outlets. Suppose the inspector discovers a significant 
number of outlets that are wired improperly. If the inspector chooses to identify exactly where 
each of these outlets is located, their report implies that those outlets and only those outlets 
are affected. This further implies that each and every outlet was tested and all those not 
identified in the report are alright. Obviously this crosses over into the realm of the specialist. 
For that reason, the report may simply indicate that a number of miss wired outlets were 
identified and that an electrician should be called to identify all the defective outlets and make 
corrections.  
 
During the inspection, clients also tend to look to the inspector to identify the reason for the 
conditions they find. They not only want to know exactly why the condition is there, but how to 
fix it, who to call to fix it and how much it will cost. The inspector trying to answer these 
questions may find themselves walking a slippery slope and they must be careful not to exceed 
their expertise, or jump to conclusions. On one occasion, I noticed water pouring out from 
around the hole in the foundation where the main water supply line entered the under floor 
crawl space. Drawn to the seemingly obvious conclusion, I documented a leak in the main 
supply line and recommended a plumber be called. As it turned out, the leak wasn't from this 
main line, but the sprinkler system and I was suddenly the bad guy for referring the wrong 
person. If I had it to do over I would have simply documented that there was water leaking 
around the main plumbing supply line and further evaluation was recommended - even though 
this wouldn't satisfy the client's need to know.  
 

Real Life Documentation 
 

One of the most important and challenging responsibilities for a home inspector is helping their 
client understand the importance of inspection findings. But, even the most skilled inspector 
can’t always prevent a client from over reacting to a finding which may only have minor 
consequence. Regardless, most competent inspectors try very hard to describe issues according 
to their “real life” significance and document them accordingly. In reading a full inspection 
report you will begin to see that no matter how the documentation is organized or categorized, 
it still tends to fall into the basic categories we have been exploring. Following are some more 
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examples of what various report language might actually look like. Think about those four basic 
elements of reporting as you read through these:  

 
Disclaimers and exclusions: 

The right side of the house is inaccessible and cannot be assessed. No comment can be 
made about the condition of the siding on the right side. Be aware that hidden 
conditions may exist which are outside the scope of the inspection. 

 

General condition descriptions:   
  There is typical use related wear of the flooring noted. No     
  recommendations.  
 
 Serviceable systems or components: 
  The water heater appears serviceable where visible and accessible.  
  No reportable conditions were identified. 
 

Typical maintenance issues: 
 The cracks in the driveway should be filled as part of normal     

  maintenance to prevent freeze damage. 
 

 Systems or components which need repair: 
The furnace blower is non-functional. An HVAC specialist should be called to make 
further evaluation and repair. 
 

 Systems or components which need replacement: 
  The bedroom window is broken and needs replacement. 
  
 Items which can be upgraded: 
  We recommend installing GFCI outlets in the kitchen as a future     
  safety upgrade. 
 
 Disclosures: 

Be aware the stair rail spindles are more than 4 inches apart and small children could get 
stuck between them. Exercise caution to prevent accidental injury. 

 
Health and safety issues: 

The furnace has insufficient air for combustion which could allow Carbon Monoxide to 
build up in the living area. This is a serious health and safety concern. An HVAC specialist 
should be called to evaluate and correct. 
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The Legal Aspect of the Report 
 

Finally, there are also some legal considerations with respect to the report that bear discussion: 
The first relates to ownership of the report: Technically, the inspector has rights to the report 
much like a copyright and the buyer paying for the inspection owns the report. It’s similar to 
buying a novel from the bookstore where you own the book, but the author owns the copyright 
and the legal rights that go along with it. With that in mind, inspection contracts generally have 
language which states who the report is intended for and who may receive copies. Typically 
these parties include the buyer and their real estate agent, with the caveat that only those 
portions of the inspection report essential to the negotiation may be shared with the seller and 
their agent. The usual language of inspection contracts also states that the report cannot be 
sold, transferred or relied upon by others unless both the buyer and inspector agree so. So in 
practice, without buyer’s consent, the inspector may not share the report with the seller, their 
agent, the lender, appraiser, insurance company, or any other parties. The opportunity to buy 
an old inspection report at a reduced fee may seem a bargain, but remember that the report 
may no longer be legal, the home inspector who did the report doesn’t know you or have a 
contract with you and in all likelihood, they won’t even answer your questions on the phone. 
Further, considering that an inspection is a snapshot in time and that circumstances can vary 
greatly, an old report may not be a true reflection of all the conditions present at the time.   
 
Lastly, and most importantly, do not share the report with your lender, the appraiser, or your 
insurance company unless it is absolutely necessary. Lenders in particular may make financing 
dependent on certain repairs being performed if they are privy to the report.   
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7.1    When Things go Wrong 
 

In a perfect world an inspection would identify all the pertinent and important issues in a home. 
The client would be delighted, the real estate deal would close without incident and everybody 
would have a happy ending. But as we all know, it isn't a perfect world. So what do you do 
when you move in and find something that wasn't in the inspector's report?  
 
The first question to ask is whether or not the issue at hand is something that the inspector 
should have reasonably been expected to find. If you attended the inspection, think back to 
that day: Have you identified something which was concealed at the time of inspection? Were 
there other barriers or distractions which might have prevented discovery? How did you make 
the discovery? Were you doing something the inspector would not do, like moving appliances, 
removing floor coverings, or tearing open a wall as part of a remodel? Are conditions different?  
Maybe it's raining where it wasn't on the day of the inspection, or maybe the home is empty 
where it was full of boxes and personal items on the day of inspection. Realistically and in all 
honesty and fairness, should the condition have been identified?     
 
If you truly believe your concern has merit, the next most important course of action is to sit 
down and read the entire report. That doesn't mean reviewing the summary, or just skimming 
through the pages; it means actually reading the full and complete report, cover to cover. So 
how will reading the report help if you have already reviewed the summary? To begin, the 
report may document barriers to the inspection which you were not aware of. Perhaps the 
inspector could not gain access to a particular area and therefore could not inspect it. It may 
describe limitations to the inspection you did not understand. Or by reading the report you may 
come to realize that the issue in question is actually outside the scope of inspection and not the 
responsibility of the inspector at all. Reading the report will verify whether or not your 
expectations are valid and your complaint is legitimate. Unfortunately, most people who take 
issue with their inspector never take the time to read the report. If they did, many would feel 
quite differently. Let me share a personal experience as an example: 
 
During an inspection I discovered that the floor in front of the dishwasher was soft and swollen. 
Clearly the damage was related to a water leak as my moisture meter detected a significant 
concentration of hidden moisture in the floor. After discovering the signs of damage, I showed 
this to the client, explained my repair recommendations and discussed the possibility of hidden 
conditions. The written report and attached photo of the area clearly echoed what was said, 
again reinforcing the possibility of hidden conditions. Both the report and the inspection 
contract contained language in bold print stating that any issues identified on the inspection 
report should be addressed prior to the closing of escrow.  Some weeks after the client moved 
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in, I received a phone call. At this time I was informed that termites were seen on the floor by 
the dishwasher and I was queried as to why this was not documented in the report. I asked the 
client to open the report and look at the picture of the floor as clearly there were no termites 
to be seen in the photograph. At this time I was informed that I should have been able to hear 
the termites inside the adjacent wall. In the end, I came to find out the client elected not to 
follow my recommendations for repair. Further, they never really read their report. Obviously I 
had no liability in this situation, but this is a good example of why it is so critically important to 
read the report.  
 
So we have looked at situations where the inspector is not at fault, but what if you really think 
they are? What if you have asked all the reasonable questions, read the report cover to cover 
and are still convinced you have a legitimate complaint? First off, before you go about having 
the conditions repaired and send the bill to the inspector, call them and explain the situation. 
Even if you are feeling angry, that is the fair, reasonable and ethical thing to do. Emergency 
issues aside, most inspection contracts also address this scenario with specific language about 
providing a window of opportunity for the inspector to respond and perform. If your inspector 
is a true professional, they will make your complaint a priority - they will follow up with you and 
they will do so in a timely manner. Depending on the circumstances, they will likely want to set 
up a time to come by and look at things first hand. This is a chance for the inspector to 
reevaluate the situation, at which time they may be able to offer a logical and reasonable 
explanation for why the condition was not documented. Conversely, it may be the time for the 
inspector to admit their error and negotiate any needed repairs or follow-up. Most inspectors 
have close referral relationships with various trades' persons. So if indeed they missed 
something and they must bear the financial responsibility, they can usually arrange to get it 
repaired quickly and perhaps even at a reduced fee. This is another reason why it is important 
to give the inspector an opportunity to respond and perform. Understandably, clients who 
proceed independently with repairs and then decide to seek remuneration from the inspector 
later may find themselves in for a fight.     
 
Of course there are those worst case scenarios where the inspector simply fails to respond. 
Some who have no insurance or bond may lack the financial wherewithal to cover repairs. 
There are even stories of those who simply folded up shop and moved on. One I heard of 
actually moved out of the country. Either way, the lesson goes back to the very heart of this 
book - take the time to check out the inspector beforehand and remember that cheapest isn't 
necessarily the best!        
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7.2    The "Last Man In" Syndrome 
 
 

Ask any home inspector about the true nature of their job and they will describe 
themselves first and foremost as a generalist. Using a very broad understanding, the 
role of a home inspector, acting as a generalist, is twofold: First, the inspector is 
responsible for identifying readily visible conditions which may require further 
investigation, repair, or other intervention by a specialist. Second, the inspector must be 
able to understand, interpret and relate these conditions in such a way they make 
cogent, and hopefully accurate, recommendations for follow up.  
 
This does not necessarily mean the inspector is responsible for identifying the exact 
etiology and extent of the conditions they identified. Often, such determinations cannot 
be made without performing destructive discovery, exhaustive examinations and 
technically detailed evaluations. Clearly these actions are not part of the generalist's 
scope of practice. In the same vein, the inspector is not responsible for identifying what 
the specific follow up, or corrective action should entail. That falls within the purview of 
the specialist themselves. So in other words, if a home inspector discovers a condition 
with a system or appliance, they should have sufficient knowledge to understand and 
explain the possible underlying issue and make a referral to the appropriate trade for 
further evaluation. Again, this does not necessarily mean the inspector is responsible for 
identifying exactly why the condition is present, what hidden conditions exist, or how 
the issue should be corrected.  
 
The, “last man in”, is the commonly used phrase for the specialist who follows the home 
inspector. Whether man or woman, they have the training and experience to 
understand things at a more sophisticated level than the inspector. It is within their 
purview to do the detailed, technically exhaustive or destructive discovery that the 
home inspector does not do. They are the ones who can dismantle the furnace, pull the 
breakers out of the electric panel, pry apart roof flashing to discover the source of a 
leak, or cut into a wall with a saw to find rot. The last man in will find hidden conditions 
and they will find more things than the home inspector did. That is to be expected when 
a specialist follows a generalist and it is not a poor reflection upon the home inspector. 
It is this last man in who, unlike the inspector, is ultimately responsible for determining 
cause and effect and making definitive recommendations for correction. It is also the 
last man in who can then totally discredit an inspector when they say, "I can't believe 
your inspector didn't see this" or, "I can't believe your inspector didn't call this out".  
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Whether the statement is based on pride, ego, ignorance, or unintentional naivety, the 
repercussions can be devastating. The damage has been done. The inspector looks bad, 
the Realtor who referred them looks bad, and the client feels like they may have been 
taken advantage of. The Realtor might never refer to the inspector again. The client may 
even want their inspection fees refunded. And in a worst case scenario, the home owner 
or buyer may try to hold the inspector financially liable for the repairs. The important 
and essential lesson here goes back to understanding exactly what the inspector can 
and cannot do. Trade specialists often have little to no comprehension of what a home 
inspector actually does, even though they may be extraordinarily quick to pass 
judgment. This is just another reason why it is so important for the consumer to take 
the time and familiarize themselves with the inspector's scope of practice. Most 
importantly, if the findings or comments from the last man in create issues, talk to the 
inspector! Any professional and reputable inspector will step up to the plate if they did 
indeed make a mistake - but before you put the heat to the inspector, take the time to 
be sure it isn't the last man in who is really making the mistake.    
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 7.3    Insurance and Bonds 
 

I know there are those inspectors who do not embrace the concept of insurance as they feel it 
paints a target on them for those who would pursue a frivolous lawsuit. And as already 
discussed, unless the inspector is licensed as a Structural Pest inspector, there is no 
requirement to be insured. Legal requirements aside, I believe that having insurance is part and 
parcel of being a responsible business owner and part of my ethical responsibility to my clients. 
For consumers considering their choice of home inspector, it only makes sense to ask if the 
individual is insured or bonded. However, I would encourage some diplomacy and discretion 
when asking inspectors specific questions about their coverage. Remember that the inspector 
you’re calling doesn’t know you at all so take the time to get to know them a little before asking 
the more sensitive questions. Starting an interview with questions such as, “What will you do if 
you miss something?”, or, “How much insurance coverage do you have?”, essentially waves a 
big red flag. You may find that inspector’s schedule is suddenly too full to fit you in. That said; 
let’s take a very brief and basic look at insurance and bonding in the inspection industry.  

 
Errors and omissions insurance (E&O) 

 
E&O insurance covers an inspector should they make an error or omission, or are perceived to 
have made an error or omission, which causes their client a financial loss. In the medical field 
E&O insurance is known as malpractice insurance. Generally these policies will cover judgments 
against an inspector, settlements and defense costs. 
 

Claims made E&O policies 
 

A policy which protects the inspector on a claims made basis means that whatever policy is in 
force when the claim is made will cover the loss. However, the policy may have a retroactive 
date and if the claim is related to an inspection performed prior to that date, it will not be 
covered. Claims made policies may also be broadened by adding “tail” coverage which will 
extend the reporting period after the policy expires.  

 
Occurrence based E&O policies 

 
An occurrence based policy will provide coverage for claims made against the inspector for 
errors and omissions that occurred while that policy was in force. The coverage remains in force 
for as long as the insurer remains in business, even if the policy is cancelled.   
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Liability insurance 
 
Most inspectors will also carry general liability insurance just in case they happen to cause 
damage to the property they are inspecting. The policy will typically include coverage for 
possible injury caused to others as well. This is different from coverage that is related to an 
inspection error or omission.  
 

Bonds 
 
While there are many different kinds of bonds, an inspector who has such coverage will have 
what is called a surety bond. In essence a surety bond provides a certain amount of financial 
protection should the inspector have a claim made against them.  
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 8.1 Coming Full Circle 

In the first chapter of this book, I used the analogy of a mechanic checking out a used car as it 
seemed a good way to illustrate the importance of having a home inspection. There I shared my 
story about winding up with a lemon because I didn’t follow my own advice. That was 1976 and 
you can bet I haven’t made that mistake that since then. More importantly, I have taken the 
time to educate myself a little more about the vehicles I drive. No, I’m not a mechanic - nor do I 
aspire to be, but at least I have a better understanding now when something is wrong, or when 
a mechanic may not be doing the best job for me.   

In the same way, and for similar reasons, I think it is important that consumers, real estate 
agents and those associated with the industry understand more about inspections. That has 
really been the whole point of this book – not to make anybody into an inspector, but to help 
them recognize those qualities which exemplify a good inspection and personify a professional 
home inspector. Without that understanding, referring an inspector, or choosing an inspector, 
becomes a random act where the outcome is essentially left to luck and chance.  

If this book proves to be worth anything in the end, that worth will not be measured in how 
well it prepares you with step by step instructions on performing your own inspection. Nor will 
it be counted in how well it outlines inspection details of all the various components, appliances 
and systems a structure may have. There are plenty of books available should that be your 
desire. Rather, I would hope that by some small measure, this book will help you to ask the 
right questions by giving you a deeper understanding of what I believe are some of the more 
important issues involved. Along the way, perhaps you will also gain a greater understanding of 
why home inspectors do what they do and say what they say.  

Random acts 
 

With rare exception, virtually everything happens for a reason. That has been a reoccurring 
theme throughout this book. That is also the most basic and critical underlying principle which 
guides a home inspector in their quest for discovery. Possessing a fundamental understanding 
of cause and effect relationships is what defines a true professional. There is nothing magical, 
mysterious, or transcendent about being a good home inspector. It is simply a matter of having 
unwavering diligence to protocol and an ongoing, dogged determination to become more 
intimately aware of these relationships.  
   
Obviously, an inspector simply cannot poke and probe every square inch of a house; it just isn’t 
reasonable during the time allowed for an inspection. Therefore it is absolutely essential that 
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an inspector knows how to direct their inspection. They must take their knowledge about 
where to look, how to look and why, and incorporate it into a consistent, effective and 
systematic inspection protocol. 
  
In a sense, an inspection proceeds in a, “guilty until proven innocent’ manner”. In other words, 
an inspector must look for what they expect to find until they either find it, or they are 
convinced it is not there. That is the essence of turning theory and understanding into protocol. 
That is the critical skill set which differentiates a professional inspector from the lay person, the 
real estate agent and the contractor. Without that, performing an inspection itself is also 
nothing more than a series of random acts where discovery is left to luck and chance.  
    
 

The, “Two Rules of Three” 
 
As we come back full circle we also come back to face the gnawing issue of what really is 
important? What about that ten percent of inspection findings that are actually important? 
What about health and safety issues, high dollar repairs, or hidden conditions? How do we 
hone this down into something more malleable, more understandable?  
 
When I first got into the home inspection industry, a good friend and well experienced 
inspector cautioned me that the three things which will cause the greatest harm to a building 
are water, water and water.  Long ago I came to understand and appreciate the wisdom of this 
advice. There is no doubt that water may be the lifeblood of each living thing on this planet, but 
it is also one of the most profoundly damaging and insidious enemies of the structures we 
build. It has been my experience that in most cases where an inspection identifies high dollar 
repairs, or hidden conditions, water is somehow related.  
   
The other bit of sage advice I received was to focus my inspection on the three areas where 
missing a water related issue would cost me the most – the exterior, the roof and the sub-
structure. Once again, experience has proven this to be axiomatic. I have since taught 
inspection students that if they miss a bad electric outlet, or a dripping faucet, just pay the 
repair bill with a smile and be thankful. But don’t ever, ever, miss a water related issue with the 
exterior, roof, or substructure. 
  
Along with health and safety issues, these, “Two Rules of Three”, as I call them comprise what I 
believe are some of the most critical elements of an inspection.  
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The big picture 
 
I have always been in the habit of beginning an inspection by looking at all the faces of a 
structure from a distance - a kind of first blush impression. If there is anything inherently 
dangerous about inspections it is getting lost in the minutia and missing that which is right in 
front of you. For me, this first impression really helps to focus my thinking about what 
conditions are likely to exist and how I should approach the house.  
 
In my opinion, this first impression is also a most critical element in the home inspection 
process. It’s like half time in the locker room for a football team that is trailing behind. Game 
plan is everything. The strategy for winning will be based on analyzing what the other team has 
already done, considering the effects of field conditions and weather, and anticipating what 
secret plays the opponent may have left.  Similarly, the strategy for inspecting will be based on 
observing what the house has endured so far, considering what conditions could be affecting 
the structure and anticipating what secrets it may give up next.  
 
Many inspectors try to arrive on site 15 to 20 minutes early. I do the same. This allows for some 
quiet time to just look and process without distractions. I think of it like those special moments 
long past and early in the morning - just me, a cup of hot coffee and the passive quiet of 
solitude. Free to collect my thoughts without distraction. No kids arguing. No blare of the 
television. The home buyer and real estate agent who understand and respect this does their 
inspector and all involved a great favor.  
 
The longer one does inspections, the more the big picture gives things away. Experienced 
inspectors may identify a half dozen or more conditions before they even step out of their 
vehicle. Very well experienced inspectors could easily write some of their report before they 
leave their office. Even driving through a neighborhood and looking at surrounding homes may 
speak volumes about potential problem areas. This is the true art of inspecting. This is the next 
level. This is about knowing how to listen when the house talks.  

  
 
 
 
 



Appendix 
 
 

To check on a home inspector’s license go to: 
 
 www.dol.wa.gov/business/homeinspectors 
 

To check on a structural pest inspector’s license go to: 
 
 Agr.wa.gov    Choose  “Pesticides, Fertilizers” and then scroll down to structural pest inspectors 
 
 

Home Inspector Associations 
 
ASHI,  American Society of Home Inspectors   www.ashi.org 
 
NAHI,  National Association of Home Inspectors   www.nahi.org 
 
AII,   American Institute of Inspectors    www.inspection.org 
 
NIBI,   National Institute of Building Inspectors   www.nibi.com 
 
NACHI,   National Association of Certified Home Inspectors www.nachi.org 
 
WSPMA, Washington State Pest Management Association www.wspca.org 
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Washington State Home Inspection Standards of Practice 
 
 

308‐408C‐010 
Standards of practice (SOP) — Purpose and scope. 

Violations of the following SOP and ethics are subject to disciplinary action under RCW 18.235.130. 
 
The purpose of a home inspection is to assess the condition of the residence at the time of the inspection using visual 
observations, simple tools and normal homeowner operational controls; and to report deficiencies of specific systems 
and components. Inspectors must perform all inspections in compliance with the SOP set forth by the Washington state 
department of licensing. 
 
A home inspection is not technically exhaustive and does not identify concealed conditions or latent defects. This SOP is 
applicable to buildings with four or fewer dwelling units and their attached garages or carports. 
 
 
308‐408C‐020 
Ethics — Statement of purpose. 

In order to ensure the integrity and high standard of skill and practice in the home inspection profession, the following 
rules of conduct and ethics shall be binding upon the inspector. 
 
The home inspector must: 
 
  (1) Provide home inspection services that conform to the Washington state home inspectors' SOP. 

  (2) Provide full written disclosure of any business or familial relationships or other conflicts of interest   
  between themselves and any other party to the transaction. The parties may include, but are not limited to, 
  buyers, sellers, appraisers, real estate licensees, mortgage representatives, title companies, vendors and 
  service contractors. 
   

  (3) Act as an unbiased party and discharge his or her duties with integrity and fidelity to the client. 
   

  (4) Perform services and express opinions based on genuine conviction and only within the inspector's area of 
  education, training, or expertise. 
   

  (5) Not conduct a home inspection or prepare a home inspection report that knowingly minimizes, 
  compromises or attempts to balance information about defects for the purpose of garnering future 
  referrals. 
   

  (6) Not provide services that constitute the unauthorized practice of any profession that requires a special 
  license when the inspector does not hold that license. 
   

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=18.235.130


  (7) Not accept compensation for a home inspection from more than one party without written disclosure to the 
  inspector's client(s). 
   

  (8) Not for one year after completion of the inspection repair, replace, or upgrade for compensation 
  components or systems on any building inspected ‐ this section applies to the inspector's firm and other 
  employees or principals of that firm or affiliated firms. 
   

  (9) Not provide compensation, inducement, or reward directly or indirectly, to any person or entity other 
  than the client, for the referral of business, inclusion on a list of recommended inspectors or preferred providers 
  or participate in similar arrangements. The purchase and/or use of low‐value advertising or marketing services 
  or products that does not exceed ten dollars per item, is not considered inducement or reward. 
   

  (10) Not disclose information contained in the inspection report without client approval or as required by law. 
  However, at their discretion inspectors may disclose when practical observed safety or health hazards to 
  occupants or others that are exposed to such hazards. 
   

  (11) Not advertise previous experience in an associated trade as experience in the home inspection 
  profession. An inspector's advertised inspection experience will reflect only the inspector's experience as a 
  home inspector and inspectors shall not advertise, market or promote their home inspection services or 
  qualifications in a fraudulent, false, deceptive or misleading manner. 
   

  (12) Not accept a home inspection referral or perform a home inspection when assignment of the 
  inspection is contingent upon the inspector reporting predetermined conditions. 
 

308‐408C‐030 
Exclusions and limitations. 

Inspectors are not required to: 
 
  (1) Determine the condition of any system or component that is not readily accessible; the remaining service life 
  of any system or component; the strength, adequacy, effectiveness or efficiency of any system or component; 
  causes of any condition or deficiency; methods, materials, or cost of corrections; future conditions including, but 
  not limited to, failure of systems and components. 
 
  (2) Comment on the suitability of the structure or property for any specialized use, compliance with codes, 
  regulations, laws or ordinances. 

  (3) Report the presence of potentially hazardous plants or animals including, but not limited to, wood 
  destroying insects or diseases harmful to humans; the presence of any environmental hazards including, but 
  not limited to mold, toxins, carcinogens, noise, and contaminants in soil, water or air; the effectiveness of 
  any system installed or methods utilized to control or remove suspected hazardous substances. 
 
  (4) Determine the operating costs of any systems or components. 
 
  (5) Determine the acoustical properties of any systems or components. 
 



  (6) Operate any system or component that is shut down, not connected or is otherwise inoperable. 
 
  (7) Operate any system or component that does not respond to normal user controls. 
 
  (8) Operate any circuit breakers, water, gas or oil shutoff valves. 
 
  (9) Offer or perform any act or service contrary to law.       

  (10) Offer or perform engineering services or work in any trade or professional service other than home 
  inspection. 
 
  (11) Offer or provide warranties or guarantees of any kind unless clearly explained and agreed to by both 
  parties in a pre‐inspection agreement. 
 
  (12) Determine the existence of or inspect any underground items including, but not limited to, underground 
  storage tanks or sprinkler systems. 
 
  (13) Inspect decorative items, or systems or components that are in areas not entered in accordance with the 
  SOP. 
 
  (14) Inspect detached structures, common elements and areas of multiunit housing such as condominium 
  properties or cooperative housing. 
 
  (15) Perform any procedure or operation that will, in the opinion of the inspector, likely be dangerous to the 
  inspector or others or damage the property, its systems or components. 
 
  (16) Move suspended ceiling tiles, personal property, furniture, equipment, plants, soil, snow, ice or debris. 
 
  (17) Dismantle any system or component, except as explicitly required by the SOP. 
 
  (18) Enter flooded crawlspaces, attics that are not readily accessible, or any area that will, in the  opinion of the 
  inspector, likely be dangerous to the inspector or other persons or damage the property, its systems or 
  components. 
 
  (19) Inspect or comment on the condition or serviceability of elevators or related equipment. 
 
  (20) Inspect or comment on the condition or serviceability of swimming pools, hot tubs, saunas, sports   courts 
  or other similar equipment or related equipment. 
 
Inspectors are not limited from examining other systems and components or including other inspection services. 
Likewise, if the inspector is qualified and willing to do so, an inspector may specify the type of repairs to be made. 
 
An inspector may exclude those systems or components that a client specifically requests not to be included in the 
scope of the inspection or those areas that, in the opinion of the inspector, are inaccessible due to obstructions or 
conditions dangerous to the inspector. When systems or components designated for inspection under this SOP are 
excluded, the reason the item was excluded will be reported. 
 
308‐408C‐040 
Recordkeeping. 



The inspector is required to maintain the following records for a period of three years: 
 
  (1) Pre‐inspection agreements signed by the client and the home inspector for all home inspections. 
  (2) Home inspection reports. 
  (3) Timesheets or similar documentation used to establish proof of field training, when supervising a   home 
  inspector applicant/candidate. 
 
308‐408C‐050 
Contracts. 

A pre‐inspection agreement is mandatory and as a minimum must contain or state: 
 
  (1) Address of property. 
  (2) Home inspector compensation. 
  (3) General description of what the home inspector will and will not inspect. That description will include all 
  terms that the Washington state SOP requires to be inspected. 
  (4) A statement that the inspection does not include investigation of mold, asbestos, lead paint, water, soil, air 
  quality or other environmental issues unless agreed to in writing in the pre‐inspection agreement. 
 
308‐408C‐060 
Procedures. 

A home inspector must: 
 
  (1) Provide a copy of the pre‐inspection agreement to the client prior to the inspection unless prevented by 
  circumstances from doing so. 
  (2) Provide the client a copy of the home inspection report according to the terms of the pre‐  inspection 
  agreement. 
  (3) Return client's money related to a home inspection report when ordered to do so by a court. 
 
308‐408C‐070 
Structure. 

An inspection of the structure will include the visible foundation; floor framing; roof framing and decking; other support 
and substructure/superstructure components; stairs; ventilation (when applicable); and exposed concrete slabs in 
garages and habitable areas. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  • Describe the type of building materials comprising the major structural components. 
      • Enter and traverse attics and subfloor crawlspaces. 
      • Inspect 
    (a) The condition and serviceability of visible, exposed foundations and grade slabs, walls, posts,   
    piers, beams, joists, trusses, subfloors, chimney foundations, stairs and the visible roof      
    structure and attic components where readily and safely accessible. 
    (b) Subfloor crawlspaces and basements for indications of flooding and moisture penetration. 
      • Probe a representative number of structural components where deterioration is suspected or where clear 
  indications of possible deterioration exist. Probing is not required when probing will damage any finished 
  surface  or where no deterioration is suspected. 
  • Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
  • Report all wood rot and pest‐conducive conditions discovered. 
  • Refer all issues that are suspected to be insect related to a licensed structural pest inspector (SPI) or pest 



  control operator (PCO) for follow up. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Enter 
    (a) Subfloor crawlspaces that require excavation or have an access opening less than eighteen    
    inches by twenty‐four inches or headroom less than eighteen inches beneath floor joists and    
    twelve inches beneath girders (beams). 
    (b) Any areas that are not readily accessible due to obstructions, inadequate clearances or have   
    conditions which, in the inspector's opinion, are hazardous to the health and safety of the    
    inspector or will cause damage to components of the home. 
  • Move stored items or debris or perform excavation to gain access. 
 
308‐408C‐080 
Exterior. 

An inspection of the exterior includes the visible wall coverings, trim, protective coatings and sealants, windows and 
doors, attached porches, decks, steps, balconies, handrails, guardrails, carports, eaves, soffits, fascias and visible exterior 
portions of chimneys. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  • Describe the exterior components visible from ground level. 
  • Inspect visible wall coverings, trim, protective coatings and sealants, windows and doors, attached 
  porches, decks, steps, balconies, handrails, guardrails, carports, eaves, soffits, fascias and visible  exterior 
  portions of chimneys. 
  • Probe exterior components where deterioration is suspected or where clear indications of possible 
  deterioration exist. Probing is not required when probing will damage any finished surface or where no 
  deterioration is suspected. 
  • Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Inspect 
    (a) Buildings, decks, patios, fences, retaining walls, and other structures detached from the    
    dwelling. 
    (b) Safety type glass or the integrity of thermal window seals. 
    (c) Flues or verify the presence of flue liners beyond what can be safely and readily seen from    
    the roof or the firebox of a stove or fireplace. 
  • Test or evaluate the operation of security locks, devices or systems. 
  • Enter areas beneath decks with less than five feet of clearance from the underside of joists to grade. 
  • Evaluate the function or condition of shutters, awnings, storm doors, storm windows, screens, and similar 
  accessories. 
 
308‐408C‐090 
Roofs. 

An inspection of the roof includes the roof covering materials; gutters and downspout systems; visible flashings; roof 
vents; skylights, and any other roof penetrations; and the portions of the chimneys and flues visible from the exterior. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  • Traverse the roof to inspect it. 
  • Inspect the gutters and downspout systems, visible flashings, soffits and fascias, skylights, and other roof 
  penetrations. 



  • Report the manner in which the roof is ventilated. 
  • Describe the type and general condition of roof coverings. 
  • Report multiple layers of roofing when visible or readily apparent. 
  • Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Traverse a roof where, in the opinion of the inspector, doing so can damage roofing materials or be unsafe. 
  If the roof is not traversed, the method used to inspect the roof must be reported. 
  • Remove snow, ice, debris or other material that obscures the roof surface or prevents access to the roof. 
  • Inspect gutter and downspout systems concealed within the structure; related underground drainage piping; 
  and/or antennas, lightning arresters, or similar attachments. 
  • Operate powered roof ventilators. 
  • Predict remaining life expectancy of roof coverings. 
 
308‐408C‐100 
Plumbing system. 

An inspection of the plumbing system includes visible water supply lines; visible waste/soil and vent lines; fixtures and 
faucets; domestic hot water system and fuel source. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  (a) Describe the visible water supply and distribution piping materials; drain, waste and vent materials; water‐
  heating equipment. 
  (b) Report 
    (i) The presence and functionality of sump pumps/waste ejector pumps when visible or confirm   
    the float switch activates the pump when the sump is dry. 
    (ii) The presence and location of a main water shutoff valve and/or fuel shutoff valve(s), or    
    report that they were not found. 
    (iii) The presence of the temperature and pressure relief (TPR) valve and associated piping. 
    (iv) Whether or not the water temperature was tested and state that the generally accepted    
    safe water temperature is one hundred twenty degrees Fahrenheit. 
  (c) Inspect the condition of accessible and visible water supply pipes, drain/waste plumbing and the 
  domestic hot water system when possible. 
  (d) Operate fixtures in order to observe functional flow. 
  (e) Check for functional drainage from fixtures. 
  (f) Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components in the inspection report. 

 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  (a) Operate any valves, including faucets of freestanding or built‐in appliances or fixtures, if the outlet end of 
  the valve or faucet is connected or intended to be connected to an appliance. 
  (b) Inspect 
    (i) Any system that is shut down or winterized. 
    (ii) Any plumbing components not readily accessible. 
    (iii) Floor drains and exterior drain systems, including but not limited to, exterior stairwell drains   
    and driveway drains. 
    (iv) Fire sprinkler systems. 
    (v) Water‐conditioning equipment, including softeners and filter systems. 
    (vi) Private water supply systems. 
    (vii) Gas supply systems. 
    (viii) Interior components of exterior pumps or sealed sanitary waste lift systems. 



    (ix) Ancillary systems or components such as, but not limited to, those related to solar water    
    heating and hot water circulation. 
  (c) Test 
    (i) Pressure or temperature/pressure relief valve. 
    (ii) Shower pans for leaks or use special equipment to test/scan shower or tub surrounds for    
    moisture in surrounding substrate materials. 
  (d) Determine 
    (i) The potability of any water supply whether public or private. 
    (ii) The condition and operation of water wells and related pressure tanks and pumps. 
    (iii) The quantity of water from on‐site water supplies. 
    (iv) The quality or the condition and operation of on‐site sewage disposal systems such as waste   
    ejector pumps, cesspools, septic tanks, drain fields, related underground piping, conduit,    
    cisterns, and related equipment. 
  (e) Ignite pilot lights. 
 
308‐408C‐110 
Electrical system. 

The inspection of the electrical system includes the service drop through the main panel; subpanels including feeders; 
branch circuits, connected devices, and lighting fixtures. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  (a) Describe in the report the type of primary service, whether overhead or underground, voltage, 
  amperage, over‐current protection devices (fuses or breakers) and the type of branch wiring used. 
  (b) Report 
    (i) The existence of a connected service‐grounding conductor and service‐grounding electrode    
    when same can be determined. 
    (ii) When no connection to a service grounding electrode can be confirmed. 
  (c) Inspect the main and branch circuit conductors for proper over‐current protection and condition by visual 
  observation after removal of the readily accessible main and sub‐electric panel cover(s). 
  (d) Report, if present, solid conductor aluminum branch circuits. Include a statement in the report that   solid 
  conductor aluminum wiring may be hazardous and a licensed electrician should inspect the system to ensure it's 
  safe. 
  (e) Verify 
    (i) The operation of a representative number of accessible switches, receptacles and light    
    fixtures. 
    (ii) The grounding and polarity of a representative number of receptacles; particularly in close    
    proximity to plumbing fixtures or at the exterior. 
    (iii) Ground fault circuit interrupter (GFCI) protection and arc‐fault circuit interrupter (AFCI)    
    protection where required. 
  (f) Report the location of any inoperative or missing GFCI and/or AFCI devices when they are    
  recommended by industry standards. 
  (g) Advise clients that homes without ground fault protection should have GFCI devices      
  installed where recommended by industry standards. 
  (h) Report on any circuit breaker panel or subpanel known within the home inspection profession to have 
  safety concerns. 
  (i) Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  (a) Insert any tool, probe or testing device into the main or subpanels. 
  (b) Activate electrical systems or branch circuits that are not energized. 



  (c) Operate circuit breakers, service disconnects or remove fuses. 
  (d) Inspect ancillary systems, including but not limited to: 
    (i) Timers. 
    (ii) Security systems. 
    (iii) Low voltage relays. 
    (iv) Smoke/heat detectors. 
    (v) Antennas. 
    (vi) Intercoms. 
    (vii) Electrical deicing tapes. 
    (viii) Lawn sprinkler wiring. 
    (ix) Swimming pool or spa wiring. 
    (x) Central vacuum systems. 
    (xi) Electrical equipment that's not readily accessible. 
  (e) Dismantle any electrical device or control, except for the removal of the dead front covers from the   main 
  service panel and subpanels. 
  (f) Move any objects, furniture, or appliances to gain access to any electrical component. 
  (g) Test every switch, receptacle, and fixture. 
  (h) Remove switch and receptacle cover plates. 
  (i) Verify the continuity of connected service ground(s). 
 
308‐408C‐120 
Heating system. 

The inspection of the heating system includes the fuel source; heating equipment; heating distribution; operating 
controls; flue pipes, chimneys and venting; auxiliary heating units. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
 
  (a) Describe the type of fuel, heating equipment, and heating distribution systems. 
  (b) Operate the system using normal readily accessible control devices. 
  (c) Open readily accessible access panels or covers provided by the manufacturer or installer, if readily 
  detachable. 
  (d) Inspect 
    (i) The condition of normally operated controls and components of systems. 
    (ii) The condition and operation of furnaces, boilers, heat pumps, electrical central heating units   
    and distribution systems. 
    (iii) Visible flue pipes and related components to ensure functional operation and proper    
    clearance from combustibles. 
    (iv) Each habitable space in the home to determine whether or not there is a functioning heat    
    source present. 
    (v) Spaces where fossil fuel burning heating devices are located to ensure there is air for     
    combustion. 
    (vi) Electric baseboard and in‐wall heaters to ensure they are functional. 
  (e) Report any evidence that indicates the possible presence of an underground storage tank. 
  (f) Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  (a) Ignite pilot lights. 
  (b) Operate: 
    (i) Heating devices or systems that do not respond to normal controls or have been shut down. 
    (ii) Any heating system when circumstances are not conducive to safe operation or when doing    



    so will damage the equipment. 
  (c) Inspect or evaluate 
    (i) Heat exchangers concealed inside furnaces and boilers. 
    (ii) Any heating equipment that is not readily accessible. 
    (iii) The interior of chimneys and flues. 
    (iv) Installed heating system accessories, such as humidifiers, air purifiers, motorized dampers,    
    heat reclaimers; solar heating systems; or concealed distribution systems. 
  (d) Remove covers or panels that are not readily accessible or removable. 
  (e) Dismantle any equipment, controls, or gauges except readily identifiable access covers designed to be 
  removed by users. 
  (f) Evaluate whether the type of material used to insulate pipes, ducts, jackets and boilers is a health hazard. 
  (g) Determine: 
    (i) The capacity, adequacy, or efficiency of a heating system. 
    (ii) Determine adequacy of combustion air. 
  (h) Evaluate thermostats or controls other than to confirm that they actually turn a system on or off. 
 
308‐408C‐130 
Air conditioning systems. 

The inspection of the air conditioning system includes the cooling equipment; cooling distribution equipment and the 
operating controls. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  (a) Describe the central air conditioning system and energy sources. 
  (b) Operate the system using normal control devices and measure and record temperature differential. 
  (c) Open readily accessible access panels or covers provided by the manufacturer or installer. 
  (d) Inspect the condition of controls and operative components of the complete system; conditions 
  permitting. 
  (e) Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components in the inspection report. 
 

(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  (a) Activate cooling systems that have been shut down. 
  (b) Inspect 
    (i) Gas‐fired refrigeration systems. 
    (ii) Evaporative coolers. 
    (iii) Wall or window‐mounted air‐conditioning units. 
    (iv) The system for refrigerant leaks. 
  (c) Check the coolant pressure/charge. 
  (d) Determine the efficiency, or adequacy of the system. 
  (e) Operate cooling system components if the exterior temperature is below sixty degrees Fahrenheit or 
  when other circumstances are not conducive to safe operation or when doing so might damage the 
  equipment. 
  (f) Remove covers or panels that are not readily accessible. 
  (g) Dismantle any equipment, controls, or gauges except readily identifiable access covers designed to   be 
  removed by users. 
  (h) Determine how much current the unit is drawing. 
  (i) Evaluate digital‐type thermostats or controls. 
 
308‐408C‐140 
Interiors. 



The inspection of the interior includes the walls, ceilings, floors, windows, and doors; steps, stairways, balconies and 
railings. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  (a) Verify 
    (i) That steps, handrails, guardrails, stairways and landings are installed wherever necessary and   
    report when they are missing or in need of repair and report when baluster spacing exceeds    
    four inches. 
  (b) Inspect 
    (i) The overall general condition of cabinets and countertops. 
    (ii) Caulking and grout at kitchen and bathroom counters. 
    (iii) The interior walls, ceilings, and floors for indicators of concealed structural deficiencies,    
    water infiltration or major damage. 
    (iv) The condition and operation of a representative number of windows and doors. 
  (c) Comment on the presence or absence of smoke detectors. 
  (d) Describe any non‐cosmetic deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  (a) Report on cosmetic conditions related to the condition of interior components. 
  (b) Verify whether all walls, floors, ceilings, doorways, cabinets and window openings are square, 
  straight, level or plumb. 
 
308‐408C‐150 
Insulation and ventilation. 

The inspection of the insulation and ventilation includes the type and condition of the insulation and ventilation in 
viewable unfinished attics and sub‐grade areas as well as the installed mechanical ventilation systems. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  • Inspect the insulation, ventilation and installed mechanical systems in viewable and accessible attics and 
  unfinished subfloor areas. 
  • Describe the type of insulation in viewable and accessible unconditioned spaces. 
  • Report missing or inadequate vapor barriers in subfloor crawlspaces with earth floors. 
  • Report the absence of insulation at the interface between conditioned and unconditioned spaces where 
  visible. 
  • Report the absence of insulation on heating system ductwork and supply plumbing in unconditioned   spaces. 
  • Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Determine the presence, extent, and type of insulation and vapor barriers concealed in the exterior   walls. 
  • Determine the thickness or R‐value of insulation above the ceiling, in the walls or below the floors. 
 
308‐408C‐160 
Fireplaces and stoves. 

Includes solid fuel and gas fireplaces, stoves, dampers, fireboxes and hearths. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  • Describe fireplaces and stoves. 
  • Inspect dampers, fireboxes and hearths. 
  • Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 



 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Inspect flues and verify the presence of flue liners beyond what can be safely and readily seen from the 
  roof or the firebox of a stove or fireplace. 
  • Ignite fires in a fireplace or stove. 
  • Determine the adequacy of draft. 

  • Perform a chimney smoke test. 
  • Inspect any solid fuel device being operated at the time of the inspection. 
  • Evaluate the installation or adequacy of fireplace inserts. 
  • Evaluate modifications to a fireplace, stove, or chimney. 
  • Dismantle fireplaces or stoves to inspect fireboxes or remove rain caps to inspect chimney flues. 
 
308‐408C‐170 
Site. 

The inspection of the site includes the building perimeter, land grade, and water drainage directly adjacent to the 
foundation; trees and vegetation that adversely affect the structure; walks, grade steps, driveways, patios, and retaining 
walls contiguous with the structure. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  (a) Describe the material used for driveways, walkways, patios and other flatwork around the home. 
  (b) Inspect 
    (i) For serviceability of the driveways, steps, walkways, patios, flatwork and retaining walls    
    contiguous with the structure. 
    (ii) For proper grading and drainage slope. 
    (iii) Vegetation in close proximity to the home. 
  (c) Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 
 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Inspect fences, privacy walls or retaining walls that are not contiguous with the structure. 
  • Report the condition of soil, trees, shrubs or vegetation unless they adversely affect the structure. 
  • Evaluate hydrological or geological conditions. 
  • Determine the adequacy of bulkheads, seawalls, break walls, and docks. 
 
308‐408C‐180 
Attached garages or carports. 

The inspection of attached garages and carports includes their framing, siding, roof, doors, windows, and installed 
electrical/mechanical systems pertaining to the operation of the home. 
 
(1) The inspector will: 
  • Inspect the condition and function of the overhead garage doors and associated hardware. 
  • Test the function of the garage door openers, their auto‐reverse systems and secondary entrapment   devices 
  (photoelectric and edge sensors) when present. 
  • Inspect the condition and installation of any pedestrian doors. 
  • Inspect fire separation between the house and garage when applicable. 
  • Report as a fire hazard the presence of any ignition source (gas and electric water heaters, electrical 
  receptacles, electronic air cleaners, motors of installed appliances, etc.) that is within eighteen inches of the 
  garage floor. 
  • Describe any deficiencies of these systems or components. 



 
(2) The inspector is not required to: 
  • Determine whether or not a solid core pedestrian door that is not labeled is fire rated. 
  • Verify the functionality of garage door opener remote controls. 
  • Move vehicles or personal property. 
   Operate any equipment unless otherwise addressed in the SOP. 
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