Settlement:
Settlement occurs in foundations because of expansion and contraction of the underlying soils, decay of organic materials below the surface, excessive loads, and many other factors such as water table changes, soil porosity, etc.  This settlement may be such that the slab remains level, or it may settle differentially, where one area settles at a different rate and is no longer level with other parts of the foundation.  Occasionally, the opposite happens and one area heaves, or raises above the other.
Usually a foundation follows a scenario that has about half of its expected settlement occur in the first year.  Thereafter, settlement continues at a slower rate, nearing 90% of expected settlement in approximately five or six years and as it nears 10 years further settlement is usually negligible.

The above being true, one must realize that future settlement also depends on what new loads are added, and what changes in weather patterns causing changes in water tables, etc. occur.

Cracked Slabs:

Most slabs have cracks.  There are books written about cracked slabs and why they crack.  To find a slab in the New Orleans/Northshore area that has no cracks would be to find a rare occurrence.  Many of these cracks are only several millimeters deep and do not cause problems.  Most were a result of temperature and other weather conditions present at the time the slab was poured.  


Most concerns over cracked slabs are not warranted.  Post-tensioned slabs are used in many cases to minimize these cracks, holding the two siding of the crack together with a force of approximately 8,000 psi.  An engineer can determine if the structural integrity of the building has been compromised by a crack.  Cracks do cause problems when ceramic tile is installed on the floor, and special precautions must be made to prepare the surface by using special glue and/or installing wonder board underlayment or other products made for the purpose.
Many homes in our area fall victim to differential settlement, where the floors slope, or there is a rise in the floor that wasn’t there when built.  These all fall back to the items mentioned in the first paragraph, namely different soil conditions or loads on the slab, from one area to another that the slab sits on.

Even if the house is many years old, changes in load by remodeling, and/or adding other loads, trees growing up that are now too close to the foundation, etc., can cause foundation cracks and settlement.  The way to prevent most problems discussed above, is to have a soils analysis performed before building.  The fee for this service is considerable and many homeowners would rather put that money into other things that seem more important at the time.  Some live to regret this decision.
