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Master Basic Plumbing and Central Heating

Roy Treloar


This book is designed to provide information about some of the basic principles and techniques of plumbing and central heating. You are solely responsible for the way you view and use the information in this book, and do so at your own risk. The author and publisher are not responsible for any injuries to person or damage to property that might occur due to using this book or following the advice in it.
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Meet the author

I was in the last generation of children to leave school at the age of 15, in 1973. This makes me sound old, but no, I’m still in my 50s. When I started out as a plumber in the 1970s, things in the plumbing world seemed to stay the same for many years and any changes were a slow, steady progression. We had to learn to make joints to lead and cast-iron pipes, and they were skills that made you feel a real specialist in your craft.

Since I first started teaching full time in 1985, it seems that the world of plumbing has gone through a ‘hyper leap’. Today the traditional skills are no longer required and things are put together with great speed, using plastic pipes with push-fit joints for all kinds of installation, including central heating pipework. Legislation today takes a much more prominent position than it did when I was last trading as a practising plumber. In the old days, you could, within reason, do as you pleased to make a system work. You could undertake all kinds of gas work, put in whatever boiler you liked and make all sorts of drainage alterations, as you saw fit. But today gas engineers must be registered and can only undertake work in the areas in which they have been assessed. New boilers must be energy-efficient and their installation must be registered with the local authority, which will also wish to know where you have altered pipework within a building, and whether you have an unvented hot-water system installed. It does not stop there: every time you alter plumbing or electrical installations, approval may be required in order to comply with the law.

So, while in some ways plumbing has become easier, in another it has become very much harder if you want to trade. Along with this is the fact that modern boilers invariably have a limited lifespan because they have become so much more technical due to the need for efficiency. Boilers in the old days easily ran for 20–40 years, but finding the right person to solve a problem with a modern boiler is sometimes like trying to find a needle in a haystack, so the boiler is all too often replaced rather than repaired.

Undertaking plumbing yourself is quite possible to do, but remember that you must abide by current legislation and that, if you install a system incorrectly, it may only work for a limited time. Take your time to fully appreciate how your system works and, if in doubt, seek expert advice.

Roy Treloar


Introduction

This book has been written with the domestic homeowner in mind. It identifies the plumbing systems in your home and explains how to undertake some basic plumbing work yourself. You might be considering the replacement of extensive pipework, or perhaps you’d just like to know what to do in an emergency. In any case this book will give you insight into the activities that a plumber might undertake should they be called upon, and it provides you with clues about what they might need to do and why. It will also provide you with key questions to ask when seeking the services of a plumber.

Chapters 1 to 3 describe the plumbing of a typical home. Chapter 1 describes the cold water supply: how it enters the building from the street outside, travels through your house and eventually drains from your property. Chapter 2 describes the hot water supply and Chapter 3 shows you how the heating works. As the book takes you around your home, it identifies the main variations of plumbing systems found, and shows you specific things to look out for in the design, thus helping you to avoid the pitfalls and ensure a trouble-free existence for your system.

Chapters 4 and 5 explain how to tackle simple repairs and find out what action to take in an emergency. You will discover how to deal with a collection of problems, from dripping taps and overflowing cisterns to blocked sinks and toilets.

Further chapters go on to discuss plumbing practice: identifying materials used, jointing methods and specialist plumbing tools. This will help you understand how to complete some of the work yourself. Larger plumbing and maintenance works that you might consider are also discussed, designed to ensure that you will be able to avoid an emergency call-out from a plumber.

When faced with the prospect of doing some plumbing for the first time, you may fear that tackling the work yourself will end with water pouring through the ceiling. This does not need to be the case. Plumbing activities generally follow simple basic principles that most people can follow. Unfortunately, plumbing jargon can put some people off before they start, so if you’re faced with an unfamiliar term, check the glossary at the back of this book, which might shed light on the problem you are trying to solve, making it all seem much clearer.

The book is limited in terms of what it can cover in depth, so it must be understood that you should not attempt any work that might put you at risk, for example when working with the electrical supply to a particular component, such as the pump or immersion heater. Chapters 5 and 8 do cover pumps and heaters, but several fundamental aspects of electrical safety are beyond the scope of this book and they must be understood before you work on electrical supply systems because otherwise you could put yourself or others at risk of electrocution. The book discusses aspects of gas installation but, again, if you don’t absolutely know what you are doing, it could prove fatal. Basically, if you are not fully competent, you should leave well alone; if in doubt, call in an expert!

Some of the work you decide to have done or do yourself may be subject to legislation, such as the current Building or Water Regulations. When you call in a plumber, you assume that they are competent and will work in compliance with these laws; unfortunately this is not always the case. You are generally none the wiser and possibly don’t really care, just being happy to see the job done, but I must point out that approval may be required if you’re considering works involving new additions to your home. I recommend that you read Appendix 1 relating to work affected by legislation.

This book aims to help you find the courage to tackle some of the smaller jobs yourself, and you might surprise yourself and gain enough confidence to tackle much bigger tasks in the fullness of time. With the escalating cost of calling in a plumber these days, you should get your money back on the first successfully completed activity. I hope this book brings you some happy plumbing results.

The ten most common plumbing problems

You will find out in more detail how to rectify these and other plumbing problems in Chapters 4 and 5, but here is a quick-fire guide to the causes of ten of the most common plumbing problems.

  1  Water flowing from an overflow pipe

This is the result of the water not closing off fully as it enters the WC or storage cistern located in the roof space.

  2  Dripping tap

This is often caused by a faulty washer, which fails to close off the water.

  3  WC will not flush

The most likely cause of this problem is the large diaphragm washer being worn out.

  4  Blocked sink

This is usually caused by the build-up of grime and debris within the trap.

  5  Blocked toilet

If someone flushes excessive paper or inappropriate items down the pan, the outlet will become blocked.

  6  Water supply won’t turn off

Several valves within the pipework that are not operated from one year to the next typically seize up and become inoperable.

  7  Water leaking from the body of a tap

This problem only occurs when water is flowing through the pipe fitting in question. It is generally from that part of the tap that allows the spindle or head to turn. The problem is resolved by repacking a gland or replacing an ‘O’ ring.

  8  Banging/noisy pipework

There could be several reasons why you would encounter noises from your pipework, from the pressure being too high to insufficient room for the pipes to expand.

  9  Water coming through the ceiling, pipe or appliance

Clearly, a leak always requires immediate attention. The first thing would be to turn off the water so that you can then tackle the leak, and you may also need to review the plumbing processes: pipe connections and pipe jointing methods (see Chapter 6).

10  Heating or hot water will not come on

This would suggest an electrical fault, which would be beyond the remit of this book; you may need to consult a specialist contractor. However, it is worth reviewing the heating and hot water controls (see Chapter 3) and the immersion heater, if used (see Chapter 8).

Your safety checklist

Listed here are things to check before you start any plumbing work. It includes several points of safety aimed at ensuring that you do not endanger yourself or anyone else as a result of the activities you may undertake. Generally, safety is common sense, but every day the hospitals are full of patients who failed to observe these simple rules and started to do a job without this additional thought process.

  1  Are you able to complete the task successfully?

Go through the mental process of completing the task in hand and the order in which you will tackle the job from start to finish. Try to think of any pitfalls you may encounter and how to overcome them.

  2  Is approval required to complete the work?

Some specific tasks may need the approval of the local authority. This fact is often overlooked so, for some guidance, see Appendix 1: Legislation.

  3  Have you all the tools and fittings you need to complete the task?

Trying to do a project with inappropriate tools just leads to annoyance and frustration. Specific fittings needed for the completion of the task should also ideally be at hand, to allow you to do the whole job without disruption. It is frustrating to have to stop in the middle of a task in order to go in search of tools or equipment.

  4  Where applicable, have you turned off the water supply?

Chapter 4 discusses how to turn off the water supply and possible pitfalls. With the water successfully turned off, you then need to drain it from the system.

  5  Where applicable, have you turned off the electrical supply?

If immersion heaters and boilers try to come on with the water removed, they are likely to be damaged, so switch these appliances or systems off. If you are replacing or installing electrical items such as pumps, ensure that you are competent to do so.

  6  Have you removed all furniture and items that will get in the way?

To prevent damage to furniture and other items, remove them from the area or room where you will be working. This will also avoid the frustration that might arise from being unable to work comfortably. If you have to remove floorboards to access pipes, take up sufficient boards but not so many that replacing them becomes a bigger job than it needs to be.

  7  Have you put down dustsheets?

Any job involving removing floorboards or chasing walls causes vast amounts of dust, so it’s essential to protect as many surfaces as possible.

  8  Are you wearing appropriate PPE?

PPE stands for personal protective equipment. This refers to goggles, dust masks, gloves and boots, and any other safety equipment for that matter. While you may think that these items will get in the way of you working, they will save more time in the long run and, more importantly, help prevent injury. Hospitals are full of people who did not bother to use some form of safety protection.

  9  Do you need ladders and access equipment?

Sometimes you will need to work at an elevated position. If this is the case, don’t overreach and always aim to keep three points of contact with the access equipment (two feet and one hand). Consider whether a platform may be more appropriate to work on than a ladder. When working at heights, take extra care and have someone else available to provide additional support if need be.

10  Have you enough time to complete the job?

Last but not least, have you allowed sufficient time to complete a specific job? Will the light be failing you as the evening approaches? Working in the dark and under artificial lighting with its cast shadows is much harder than working in natural daylight. Will the shops still be open in case you need a specific part that you overlooked or could not get earlier?
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