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Why Rainscreen Construction Exists in BC

No cladding is perfectly waterproof. Every siding, stucco, and masonry system will
eventually let some water past its outer face — through a hairline crack, a fastener
hole, a joint, or simple wind-driven rain. Rainscreen construction starts from that
honest assumption instead of pretending it away.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

A rainscreen wall does not try to keep every drop of water out at the cladding. It
assumes some water will get past the cladding, and gives that water a deliberate,
drained path back out — before it ever reaches the structure.

British Columbia has particular reason to take this seriously. Coastal BC's wet climate,
combined with widespread construction failures in the 1980s and 1990s — commonly
referred to as the "leaky condo crisis” — led directly to rainscreen wall assemblies
becoming a building code requirement across much of the province, not simply a best
practice.

CODE REQUIREMENT

A ventilated or drained rainscreen wall assembly is required by the BC Building
Code in most of coastal British Columbia. Confirm the specific requirement,
minimum drainage gap, and any exemptions that apply to your climate zone and
building type before finalizing a wall design.

This guide covers how a rainscreen wall assembly actually works: the drainage gap,
the weather-resistive barrier behind it, the flashing details that protect every opening,
and the common mistakes that quietly turn a code-compliant design into a leaking
wall.

1 The Building Envelope’s Four Control Layers

A building envelope manages four things at once: water, air, heat, and vapour. Each
has its own control layer, and a rainscreen wall assembly touches all four — but this
guide focuses specifically on the water and drainage side of that system.

@® Water control: sheds bulk rain and manages anything that gets past the cladding

@ Air control: a continuous air barrier limits uncontrolled air movement through the
wall

@® Thermal control: continuous insulation limits heat transfer

@® Vapour control: manages vapour movement and drying potential
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GUIDING PRINCIPLE

These four layers are designed together, not independently. A decision made for
drainage — like the depth of a rainscreen gap — can affect how the wall dries,
which affects vapour control. Treat the assembly as one system.

2 The Rainscreen Wall Assembly

From interior to exterior, a typical rainscreen wall assembly includes interior finish,
framing and insulation, structural sheathing, a weather-resistive barrier (WRB), a
drained and vented air gap, and the exterior cladding.

Interior Finish Weather-Resistive

(dryyvall) Barrien (WRB)
Framing and }rainage /

Insulation Air Gap
{ Sheathin, Cladding

+

Interior — « Exterior

e cladding drains down the gap and out — it never reaches the WRB.

Figure 1— A rainscreen wall assembly, from interior finish to cladding.

| treat the drainage gap as a system component with a job to do — not an
installation tolerance. If the gap gets compressed, blocked with debris, or skipped
in places to save material, it stops doing that job in exactly those places.

3 Types of Rainscreen Systems

Rainscreen assemblies are generally grouped by how much airflow occurs behind the
cladding.
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REF System Type General Description

Vented / ventilated dolg?:gtop and bottom, allows airflow to assist

Drained only Provides a drainage path but limited airflow

Designed to reduce the pressure difference

Pressure-equalized - )
9 driving water inward

DESIGN OPTION

The right system depends on cladding type, wall height, climate exposure and
design. A furring-strip gap behind lap siding and a proprietary drainage mat
behind stucco are both legitimate rainscreen strategies — they solve the same
problem differently.

CODE REQUIREMENT

Minimum drainage gap dimensions are specified in the BC Building Code and may
vary by climate zone, exposure, and cladding type. A commonly referenced
minimum is in the range of 10 mm, but always confirm the exact figure required
for the specific project and jurisdiction.

4 The Weather-Resistive Barrier (WWRB)

The WRB — building paper or synthetic house wrap — is the drainage plane behind
the rainscreen gap. Its job is to shed any water that reaches it back to the exterior,
while still allowing the wall assembly to dry.

BEST PRACTICE

Not all WRB products are interchangeable. Confirm compatibility with the specific
cladding, flashing tapes, and sealants being used — some combinations of
products are not compatible with each other even though each is acceptable on
its own.

The Shingle-Lap Principle

WRB is installed in horizontal courses working from the bottom of the wall upward,
with each course lapping over the one below — exactly like roof shingles. This is not
a minor installation detail; it is the entire reason the WRB works.
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Correct: Shingled Like Roofing

Each course laps OVER the one below — water sheds down and out
Incorrect: Reversed Lap Traps Water

Water collects behind the reversed lap and finds its way inward

Figure 2 — Correct shingle-lap sequence versus a reversed lap that traps water.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

If the WRRB is not lapped correctly, everything installed on top of it — the drainage

gap, the cladding, the flashing — is protecting a drainage plane that is already
working against itself.

5 Flashing Fundamentals

Flashing directs water at any interruption in the wall — windows, doors, horizontal

trim, deck ledgers, and roof-to-wall intersections — back out to the drainage plane
rather than into the wall assembly.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

Every flashing detail follows the same shingle-lap logic as the WRB itself:
whatever is higher up the wall must lap over whatever is below it. This single rule
governs almost every flashing detail in residential construction.

Common flashing types include head flashing (above openings), sill pan flashing
(below openings, sloped to drain), kick-out flashing (where a roof edge meets a
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sidewall, directing water away from the wall rather than behind it), and through-wall
flashing at horizontal transitions.

6 Window and Door Opening Flashing

Window and door openings are consistently the single most common source of water
intrusion in residential construction — far more often from a flashing sequence error
than from a failed window unit itself.

Flashing Sequence: Sill - Jambs — Head

Head flashing (laps OVER jamb flashing and under WRB above)

Jamb flashing

Window Unit

Sill pan flashing (sloped, extends past jambs)

Figure 3 — The correct flashing sequence: sill pan first, then jambs, then head flashing last.

The sequence matters as much as the materials: sill pan flashing goes in first and
extends past the jambs; jamb flashing is applied next, over the ends of the sill pan;
head flashing goes on last, lapping over the top of the jamb flashing and tucking
under the WRB above the opening.

BEST PRACTICE

Install the window or door unit's own integral flange according to the
manufacturer’s instructions in combination with this sequence — manufacturer
instructions and correct flashing sequence are not alternatives to each other, they
work together.
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7 Cladding Attachment and Furring Strips

Where furring strips create the rainscreen gap, they must be fastened back through
the WRB and sheathing into structural framing — the cladding’'s weight, along with
wind and seismic loads, ultimately needs to reach the structure.

[l Furring strips fastened into framing, not  [[] Gap maintained consistently, not

just sheathing compressed by cladding fasteners
[l Vertical strips allow drainage; horizontal [[] Compatible fastener material for the
strips notched or gapped for drainage cladding and furring used
[l Fastener penetrations through WRB [l Top and bottom of the gap open or
sealed or gasketed where required screened, not sealed shut

A rainscreen gap that has been accidentally sealed shut at the top or bottom —
often by a trim detail added later — stops functioning as a rainscreen. | check
both ends of every gap run, not just the field of the wall.

8 Penetrations Through the Wall

Every electrical fixture, hose bib, vent, and mounting bracket that passes through the
cladding and WRB is a potential water entry point, and each needs its own flashing or
sealant detail appropriate to its location and size.

CODE REQUIREMENT

Penetration sealing and flashing requirements may be specified by the BC
Building Code, the WRB manufacturer’s installation instructions, or both. Where
they differ, confirm which takes precedence for the specific product and
jurisdiction.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

Group penetrations wherever the design allows it. Every additional penetration is
another detail that has to be gotten right, forever — fewer penetrations means
fewer places for a future failure to start.

9 Foundation-to-Wall Transition

Where the rainscreen wall meets the foundation, the WRB must lap over the
foundation waterproofing — not the other way around — so that water draining down
the wall continues down and away from the foundation rather than behind it.
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BEST PRACTICE

Terminate the drainage gap so water and airflow can exit above grade, and
confirm the assembly directs water away from the foundation rather than
concentrating it at one point along the wall base.

This transition also needs to accommodate a starter strip or flashing at the base of the
cladding, sized to kick water away from the foundation wall rather than letting it run
down the face of the foundation.

10 Roof-to-Wall Transition

Where a roof plane meets a sidewall, kick-out flashing directs the roof's water away
from the wall rather than allowing it to run down behind the cladding at exactly the
point where the roof concentrates the most water.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

A missing or undersized kick-out flashing is one of the most common causes of
concentrated, long-term water damage in residential construction — because it
takes roof runoff, which is already collected water, and redirects a large volume
of it directly at one small section of wall.

The step flashing along the roof-to-wall intersection must integrate with the WRB
using the same shingle-lap logic used everywhere else in the assembly: each piece
laps over the one below and behind the one above.

11 Common Rainscreen Mistakes

Most rainscreen failures trace back to a small set of repeated errors:

[l WRB installed with reversed or [l Kick-out flashing missing at roof-to-wall
insufficient laps intersections

[1 Drainage gap compressed, blocked, or [l Incompatible WRB, tape, and sealant
omitted in places products used together

[1 Top or bottom of the drainage gap [l Penetrations sealed but not properly
sealed shut flashed

[1 Flashing installed out of sequence [l Furring strips fastened only into
(head before sill) sheathing, not framing

[1 Sill pan flashing not extended past the [l Foundation transition allows water
jambs behind the foundation wall
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GUIDING PRINCIPLE

Almost none of these mistakes are visible from outside the finished home. They
surface years later, as water damage, mould, or structural decay — by which
point the repair is far more invasive than the original correct installation would
have been.

12 Pre-Cladding Inspection

Before cladding conceals the WRB, drainage gap, and flashing, this is the last
practical opportunity to verify the drainage plane without removing finished exterior
work.

[1 WRB continuous with correct shingle- (] Furring strips fastened into framing
lap sequence

[l All laps and seams sealed or taped per [l Foundation-to-wall transition directs
manufacturer instructions water away from foundation

(] Sill pan flashing installed and extended [] Penetrations flashed or sealed
past jambs appropriately

[1 Jamb and head flashing installed in [l Photographs taken of all WRB and
correct sequence flashing details

[l Kick-out flashing installed at all roof-to- [ Required inspections completed and
wall intersections documented

[ Drainage gap consistent and
unobstructed

13 The Most Important Lessons to Remember

If a homeowner or builder remembers only a few principles from this guide, they
should be these:

No cladding is perfectly waterproof
Rainscreen design starts from that assumption, not despite it.

The drainage gap has a job to do
Do not compress it, block it, or seal its ends shut.

Everything laps like shingles
WRB and flashing both follow the same rule: higher laps over lower.

Sequence matters as much as materials
Sill, then jambs, then head — in that order, every time.

Windows are the most common failure point
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Most water intrusion problems start at an opening, not a wall field.

Kick-out flashing is not optional
Missing it concentrates roof runoff directly into the wall.

Furring strips need to reach framing
The cladding’s load has to get to the structure somehow.

Product compatibility is not assumed
Confirm WRB, tape, sealant and cladding are compatible together.

Almost nothing here is visible once finished
Verify it before the cladding goes on, not after a leak appears.
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Conclusion

A rainscreen wall is a quiet system. When it is built correctly, nothing happens —
water that gets past the cladding drains away, the wall dries between wetting events,
and the structure behind it stays sound for decades. There is no visible reward for
getting it right, only the absence of a very expensive problem.

That makes discipline the whole job: lap everything the way water actually flows,
sequence flashing correctly at every opening, keep the drainage gap doing its job
from top to bottom, and verify it all before the cladding goes on and the wall stops
being inspectable.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE

British Columbia learned this lesson at enormous cost. Rainscreen construction is
not a design trend — it is the province’s answer to a real and expensive history of
getting this wrong.
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Please Read Before Using This Guide

This guide is an educational resource. It does not replace, and must not be treated as
a substitute for:

@® The current British Columbia Building Code, National Building Code of Canada, or
any other applicable code in force at the time of construction.

@® Municipal or regional-district bylaws, permit conditions, and inspection
requirements.

@ Site-specific building envelope design and engineering prepared by a licensed
professional.

@® Manufacturer installation instructions for any specific WRB, flashing, sealant, or
cladding product.

@® The professional and legal judgment of building envelope consultants, architects,
engineers, and other registered professionals engaged on a specific project.

The technical details, gap dimensions and examples in this guide are general
construction information. Actual requirements vary according to climate zone,
exposure, cladding type, wall assembly design, manufacturer specifications and
project-specific engineering.

Where a conflict exists, the applicable building code, envelope design drawings,
manufacturer’s installation instructions and qualified professionals take precedence
over this guide.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE
This guide reflects the author’s own field research, training, and construction
experience. It has not yet been reviewed by an independent building envelope
consultant or legal professional. Readers must verify every technical statement
against the current, authentic codes, standards, and manufacturer instructions
applicable to their project before relying on it.

© 2026 Mandeep S. / Xerox Builders Ltd. All rights reserved.

Research and drafting assistance for this guide was provided using Al-based research and writing tools (Claude, by
Anthropic), under the direction, technical judgment and final authorship of Mandeep S.
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