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Foreword


DIY can be hugely rewarding and many exciting projects can be undertaken which, if done by a professional, would stretch your budget a little too far.


The best results, however, will always be obtained with a careful, organized approach to the jobs you plan to do. A little research, using books and the Internet, on the best tools to use for your project will pay dividends. Even something as simple as using a screwdriver that is too small for the screw can result in a slip and a scratch across an expensive surface.


Building materials can be expensive. Some time spent drawing up a detailed plan of the item you wish to produce will enable you to work out exactly what you need. This will reduce wastage and can save you another 30 per cent of the cost!


Timber is the most common material used in DIY and also one of the most expensive. It comes in standard lengths so, if you are making a timber frame, for example, for a wall cupboard or rabbit hutch, you will need to cut several different lengths from the timber you have bought. Spending a little time working out which parts of your frame to cut from which lengths could drastically reduce the amount of wood you might otherwise waste. It’s no good trying to cut a standard 5.1 m length of timber into lengths of 2.3 m, because you will waste 0.5 m of timber each time. It would be much better to order lengths of timber that are 4.6 m (another standard length).


Similarly, consider whether you have the right size and type of drill bit for the holes you may need to drill. An entirely different type of drill bit is used for masonry from that used for timber and steel, and they cannot be interchanged.


Using the right tools and materials, together with a well-researched plan, can make DIY both great fun and very profitable. Getting it wrong by rushing in can cost a fortune and put you off for ever!
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Meet the author



Welcome to Master Basic DIY!



Trying desperately to finish a job for a valued customer late one evening, I popped into a well-known DIY store for a length of timber. When I asked a young assistant where they kept the 4 × 2 he looked at me in bewilderment. I explained I was looking for timber which was 4 inches wide and 2 inches thick or 100 mm × 50 mm. He told me where the timber was kept but said he had no idea if they had any that size.


It occurred to me that, if the store did not train its staff in the purpose or details of the products it stocked (and I knew exactly what I wanted, and what I wanted it for), then members of the general public must be wandering about in the store for hours and still not be sure, even after purchase, if they had the right tools and materials for the job they had planned. It certainly explained the many bemused faces scanning the backs of the cards the tools were stuck to.


I wrote to the DIY store and offered to put a building professional in each one of their stores for one day per week. The builder could answer any questions the public had, and would be able to point them in the right direction for the tools they needed and the materials required.


The store thought it was a good idea and the idea was trialled for a while but the financial value the store placed on this service did not match my expectations or needs.


I had, however, realized that if I could do it for one store, I could do it for everyone, using a website on the Internet.


In November 2000 DIY Doctor, the website, was born. In the year of writing, DIY Doctor, the company, celebrates its tenth year of offering completely free DIY help and advice to all ‘handypersons’ in the UK.





1: Only got a minute?



DIY can be a hugely rewarding experience which can transform a home while saving you a fortune on tradesmen’s bills.


It can, however, be fraught with danger. DIY, however simple it is made to look on the television, is still building work done by non-professionals. As such care must be taken to stick to the rules which are there to protect both you and the integrity of your home.


DIY projects can, and should be fun. If a project is researched properly and advice is sought in the right places (such as this book) the outcome of your efforts can make a huge difference to how you use your home as well as giving you a great insight into why everything in the building is constructed the way it is.


Simple projects, such as fitting a shelf, can be undertaken easily and this will lead to the confidence to take on bigger projects. Many DIYers go on to be self builders, building their own homes.





5: Only got five minutes?



As with any work or hobby which has a skills element, practice is the key to getting the best possible outcome.


DIY in a general form requires a number of skills and each one can (and should) be tried out before you embark on projects which could alter the shape, colour or structure of your home.


Most homeowners will want to decorate walls or ceilings at some time. These surfaces will probably have taken some knocks from normal living and, when you come to paint, you will notice little dents and scratches. Painting over dents and scratches gives a bad finish. As the light reflects on the walls they will show and, as you paint, you will wish you had filled them.




	Filling holes, dents and scratches is a job which, although one of the most basic DIY tasks, still requires practice. Fillers generally advertise that they do not shrink back, but they almost always do. Practising using filler on the wall long before decoration is a good idea. See how much filler you need. See how flat you can get it with the filling knife and see how long it is before it can be sanded back to blend in perfectly with the wall surface. With practice, filling should be invisible.





This is one idea of a simple project which is not quite as easy as it seems.


To build up to larger DIY projects, there are many simple jobs which can be tried first. The simple jobs listed here will give you the basic skills required for the larger ones and will allow you to move on to bigger jobs with confidence.




	Putting up a shelf will teach you how to secure things to different surfaces. It is an entirely different job fixing something to a masonry wall from fixing it to a plasterboard wall.


	Building a barbecue in the garden will give you access to the skills required to build walls.


	Constructing a simple wooden toy box will teach you the basic carpentry techniques you need to make your own cupboards.


	Using a plastering float to flatten out the top of a children’s sandpit will show you how difficult it is to get a concrete or plastered surface smooth.





This book contains many projects that will give you the confidence and skills required to tackle jobs you would previously have paid to have done.





10: Only got ten minutes?



DIYers make mistakes. It is the nature of DIY, and one can learn valuable lessons from these mistakes. However, aside from the common DIY errors, one look at the accident figures shown in this book will show you that some of the mistakes made by DIYers are very dangerous indeed. Most of these mistakes are unnecessary.






	DIYers should never attempt electrical repairs and installations unless: a) they are allowed to by law (a list of allowable jobs can be seen in this book) and b) they are absolutely sure they know what they are doing. Electricity is very dangerous indeed.


	Working at height (even quite low heights!) is also dangerous. Accidents involving ladders and steps are at the top of the accident statistics. Ladders should be placed on a firm surface and tied at the top to stop them slipping sideways. They should be placed at the correct angle and the correct height. It should always be possible to hold the ladder when working. Even small stepladders must be placed on a flat surface. The merest hint of a wobble can cause the DIYer to overbalance and fall off.





Many DIY mistakes, and many very poor jobs, are produced as a result of using incorrect tools for the job in hand. Without the correct tool any job will be many times more difficult and the results disappointing. If you do not have the right tools, hire them. This money is very well spent if you want to produce work you can be proud of.


The most common DIY mistakes are all as a result of poor preparation and planning. This often involves some research to find out the most effective, easiest or even cheapest way to do the job.


A common example of this is the number of people who paint over wallpaper which is already showing signs of falling off the wall. Only if the wallpaper is very securely stuck down (and not always even then) should it be painted. The moisture from the paint can dissolve the wallpaper adhesive and the wallpaper can come unstuck in places, causing unsightly bubbles to appear all over the wall. It is far better to strip the wallpaper and paint the wall wherever possible.


If, after stripping, the walls are seen to be uneven and pitted, it is usually a good idea to replaster them with a coat of skim plaster. This plastering leads to another very common DIY mistake.


As a result of the many DIY programmes on the television which show rooms being plastered in minutes, it is a common misconception that plastering is easy. It is not. Many DIYers have found out, sometimes to their extreme cost, that plastering is something which should only be undertaken after much practice.


The cost of a piece of plasterboard and a bag of Multifinish plaster is absolutely nothing compared to the cost of calling in a plasterer to put right a bodged DIY attempt.




	The practice board can be used over and over again, with one coat of plaster being applied over the last one, until you are sure you have enough technique and speed to attempt the walls in a room. Research the project by using books and websites such as www.diydoctor.org.uk to find out the best plaster to use for any given surface or how to stop the surface being too porous and allowing the new plaster to go hard too quickly.





Another very common mistake is to build walls in the garden without adequate foundations. The ground moves!


Ground movement accounts for settlement cracks in buildings which have been constructed using the strongest foundations possible, so a garden wall, with inadequate foundations, stands little to no chance of survival.


This is also an extremely dangerous mistake as heavy DIY walls have fallen on people many times due to a lack of research into the correct way to build foundations.


Another very dangerous, yet often undertaken project is removing walls from the house to make rooms larger. Many of the walls in your house are holding up the floor above, but the number of people who just start hammering away at a wall, without a thought about the integrity of the building, is quite frightening. It is not just the outside walls which keep your building upright.




	At DIY Doctor we advocate drawing a plan of every room in your house, showing walls, pipes, cables, sockets, radiators etc. and undertaking the research which will tell you what every part of your house does and how (and why) it does it.


	Spending a little time reading about your chosen project, using websites and joining Internet DIY forums will give you the answers that you will need. It will also give you access to the hundreds of tips and tricks available to tradesmen enabling them to produce a fine job without compromising the construction of the property.








Introduction



Why do we DIY?


The obvious answer to this question is to save money, but it goes far deeper than that for some people. The DIY Doctor website (www.diydoctor.org.uk) surveyed some 10,000 DIY enthusiasts: 38 per cent wanted to save money, 22 per cent just wanted to see if they could do it, 9 per cent could not get a builder when they wanted one so went it alone, 6 per cent said that they started doing it to protect themselves from the shoddy workmanship of ‘cowboy builders’, and 25 per cent had reasons which could be described as a mixture of all the above.


Most of the answers were expected, but a surprising one was using DIY as protection against shoddy workmanship. Why does a completely inexperienced person believe they can take a giant leap into a construction minefield and produce results better than a ‘professional’? As many of the 1 million questions DIY Doctor has answered show, the reality is that, in the main, they cannot. DIY can be difficult, with the degree of difficulty depending on the task to be tackled. However, with the right tools and the right guidance and information it is within the reach of many would-be DIYers.





Why are builders so expensive?




	Builders need a great many tools to complete all the tasks asked of them. Putting up a shelf requires a completely different set of tools from laying a patio. Fitting a bathroom necessitates different tools from fitting a kitchen. Builders’ tools need to be robust and can be very expensive. They also have to be replaced periodically. A general builder’s tool kit can cost over £3,000.


	Due to the climate in the UK, builders can only work outside for approximately nine months out of the year. Builders have to take this into account, and the remaining three months have to be covered by the work they do in that time. Although it is possible to book ‘inside work’ for the (historically) most inclement months, it very rarely works out like that. The weather can be unseasonably hot in December and pouring with rain in June.


	Builders also spend a lot of time quoting for work and working out prices from very complicated drawings. This, together with ordering and collecting materials, is all unseen and unpaid work that has to be built into the hourly rate.


	Finally, most building work is very skilful and carries a lot of responsibility. People do not think twice about paying huge sums to solicitors and accountants, and good builders may have trained for twice as long as them.








Apart from the obvious dexterous skills involved in many of the trades, there are the less obvious problems of how to bend bricks round corners, or stop a retaining wall falling on your patio table because the foundations are not strong enough. To do a job safely and properly, especially in the building trade, it is important to know why you do it in a certain way: why bricks are laid at half bond, why plaster should be the same thickness for the whole area of the covering, and many more technical things that tradesmen – at least the good ones – study for years. It is for this reason that the first few chapters in this book focus on how your house works and endeavour to give you a greater understanding of why a house is constructed in the way it is.


A good example of this is to be found in the Chapter 4, about foundations. It is essential for even the most amateur DIYer to know about the principle of a solid foundation: a strong base of a uniform thickness and consistency. This leads not only to rigidity, but also to flexibility. Houses move after they have been built, either because their component parts settle in, or the ground on which they are built moves, or both. If the foundations were not flexible enough to accommodate this movement, the settlement cracks we experience would soon be settlement passages! If the foundations were not rigid enough to support the building in an inert state, then the building would collapse. To see this working, take an ordinary pencil and hold both ends. Pull down gently on both ends (putting them in compression) and you will see a slight bow or flex in the top of the pencil (in tension). This bow is even and stable and, up to a point, bending will not ruin the integrity of the pencil. Now take a hobby knife and cut a small nick out of the underside of the pencil. This nick only needs to be a couple of millimetres deep. Now repeat the experiment and you will see that, because the thickness of the pencil is no longer uniform, it will break at this thinner, weak point. This will also occur if the nick is placed at the top of the bow in the pencil.


This principle applies to every area of the building trade and hence is an important one for the DIY enthusiast to be familiar with. If a foundation strip or floor slab thickness is inconsistent, if plaster on a wall is uneven, or the base under a patio, garden shed or barbecue is uneven, it will dry out at different speeds or lose integrity and strength. This can easily cause damage to a job that looked perfectly all right to start with.


Another example might be found when fitting a new bathroom. Say you have decided to move the position of the hand basin but you need to cut just a little out of one of the floor joists to get the waste pipe back to its original position. If you do this incorrectly, you may weaken the joist and, consequently, the floor. Think about the pencil example. No wonder it creaks a bit now!


Using these examples you can easily see how the same construction principles apply from the lowest level of your property to the highest, so don’t just follow ‘How to...’ instructions – read this book to find out why.



Using this book


DIY is essentially building work (including decorating, plumbing and so on) done by non-professionals. The many DIY television programmes tend to make it all look much easier than it actually is when, in truth, some areas require specialist knowledge and skills. For example, plastering a wall is not simple and, since it takes a tradesman two years of training and practice to become skilled at the task, it is reasonable to suggest that you too will need to practice before tackling the lounge ceiling. This does not mean, however, that a DIY enthusiast cannot learn a great number of the techniques required to complete many DIY tasks successfully.


This book is divided into two parts:




	Part 1 aims to provide a sound base of background knowledge that will stand you in good stead for embarking on your DIY journey. It provides lots of useful information and advice on what you should know about your home before you take on any significant DIY projects. The first few chapters provide guidance on the tools you are likely to need, discuss the jobs most commonly tackled by DIYers, and suggest a logical and practical sequence of work, which will particularly apply to any larger jobs, such as building an extension. The following chapters then go on to outline what is involved in the construction of the ‘shell’ of a building, from the foundations to the roof, including specific chapters on electrics, plumbing and plastering.


	In Part 2 the focus moves from the general to the specific, providing step-by-step guidance on how to complete particular DIY projects. The scope of this book cannot cover every type of building work that may need to be carried out on your home at any given point, but it does include many of the projects most commonly taken on by DIYers and those for which DIY Doctor has received the most queries over the years.





This book is written not only to help you tackle jobs which you may not otherwise have undertaken, but also to try and keep you, and your property, safe while you are doing the work. In time, anyone can be taught to lay bricks, plaster a wall or rewire a property, but in that teaching not every problem can be foreseen and explained. It is the ability to deal with unforeseen problems (which will most certainly arise) safely, and to lasting and aesthetically pleasing conclusions, that differentiates a good tradesperson or DIYer from a bad one.





Tip: builders’ merchants


If you are an avid DIYer, it may pay to wander down to your local builders’ merchant, where you can chat with the manager about getting some reduced rates for materials. It is unlikely you will be able to open an account, because merchants are primarily for trade customers, but if you use the same merchants a lot, you can receive preferential rates. The personnel in builders’ merchants tend to know a little more about the construction industry than DIY store staff. Another huge bonus is that builders’ merchants are always full of builders. Builders generally are happy to pass on a little wisdom, and getting to know three or four builders, plumbers and electricians is always useful when there are projects at home that it is just not safe for you to complete on your own. The staff at builders’ merchants may even be able to help by recommending tradesmen they know to be reliable.








Part one
The basics
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Tools


In this chapter you will learn:




	what tools it is useful to own


	about hiring larger tools


	what to look for when choosing power tools.






Introduction


Good tools are essential to DIY success. Even what is deemed to be a simple operation, like sawing a piece of timber square and straight, is impossible with a blunt, bowed saw and with no means of accurately measuring a right angle. Many failed DIY projects are the result of trying to do a job with inappropriate or cheap tools. The main reason most people carry out DIY jobs is to save money, but this will prove to be a false economy if you try to assemble expensive products with the incorrect tools. This chapter offers some advice on the tools you are likely to need in order to carry out a range of DIY tasks.





Insight


For most basic jobs we use Jack (of all trades) saws, which are multipurpose saws for all timber sawing.





There is a tool for just about every job in the building world. If you lever the lid from a paint tin using a wood chisel, then you must expect that the chisel may be damaged and may not be in good working order the next time you need to use it. Good tools are expensive, but looked after properly they will serve you well.





Insight


Even fairly cheap chisels can be sharpened regularly to give a good clean cut.





Most tradesmen’s tools have a less expensive DIY version and generally these are perfectly adequate. Do ask yourself, however, why a set of chisels from the market costs only £3.99 when a set of chisels from a dedicated tool supplier, such as Screwfix.com, costs £23.99. Tools are not an area where you should economize too much – good tools are expensive but, handled correctly, produce good work time and time again. Cheap tools, no matter whose hands they are in, produce a shoddy finish.



Tool requirements


If you want to DIY and be proud of what you produce, then buy the right tools for the job and make sure they are the best tools you can afford. You can ‘kit out’ a basic tool box for around £100, and the list below contains the essentials that you will use on just about every DIY job.


Essential tools:




	5 m tape measure


	20 oz claw hammer


	Stanley knife


	600 mm spirit level


	medium-size adjustable spanner


	junior hacksaw


	set of crosshead and flathead screwdrivers


	insulated electrical testing screwdriver


	insulated pliers


	radiator bleed key


	set of masonry drill bits, from 3 mm to 7 mm


	set of HSS drill bits (3 mm to 7 mm) for drilling through wood, plastic and plasterboard


	wood chisels – 13 mm, 19 mm and 25 mm


	general-use 20-inch professional quality Jack saw (a timber saw which can be used to cut across the grain, down the grain and at any angle to the grain)


	electric drill, minimum 600 watt with hammer action.






Hiring larger tools





Insight


Hiring larger tools gives you access to top-quality equipment without a huge outlay.





You may occasionally need to use larger, more expensive tools. For example, cutting a hole through a wall for a new dishwasher waste pipe will be slow and laborious with a hammer and chisel, but will take only five minutes with the correct drill and a 50 mm diamond-tipped drill bit. The job is neater, quicker and much less frustrating! You can hire this sort of equipment from tool-hire shops, which are found in just about every town and where the staff are always willing to help you choose exactly the right tool for the job. In real terms it is the difference between a small project taking two hours or a whole weekend.



Choosing power tools


The three most commonly used power tools, in addition to the electric drill mentioned above, are the jig saw, the power sander and the battery drill/driver.



JIG SAW


The more powerful a jig saw is in terms of watts, the faster it will cut and the deeper the material it will get through. An average wattage for the DIY enthusiast is 650 watts. Look for a variable-speed jig saw as some materials (Perspex, for example) get very hot when cut at high speed. A good selection of blades is essential and all DIY stores sell packs containing multipurpose blades for different materials. Jig saw blades are classified (as are hand saws) using the number of teeth they have per inch of length (TPI). The greater the number of teeth, the finer the cut.



POWER SANDER


Power sanders are also measured in watts. The higher the number of watts, the greater the power. An average 250-watt sander is fine for most jobs, and variable speed is an advantage but not a necessity. A ½-sheet orbital sander is perfectly adequate for most DIY jobs. These use half a sheet of sandpaper clipped to the backing pad of the sander, and they sand in small orbits rather than rotations. Different grades of sandpaper can be interchanged to give a coarse, medium or fine finish to the work. Other types of sander include:




	rotary sanders, which can do a job more quickly but with which it can be harder, without experience, to get an even finish


	detail sanders, which are smaller, with a pointed end for getting into awkward corners


	belt sanders, which work by running a loop of sandpaper over rollers driven at high speed.








Insight


We always keep a vacuum cleaner running for 30 minutes in the room after sanding.





Look for a sander with a dust collection bag or, even better, the ability to connect the ‘exhaust’ to a vacuum cleaner. Usually a piece of work is sanded in order to paint it; if there is sawdust in the air for hours after sanding, the paint finish will be poor.


See Project 42 on stripping paint.





Is there still lead paint around and is it dangerous?


Paint in houses built in the 1960s or earlier is likely to contain lead and, in all honesty, extensions and alterations built as late as 1970 may also contain lead paint as unscrupulous builders and decorators used up their stock. Lead paint can be removed safely simply by taking a few precautions. Do not burn off with a blowlamp or heat gun as fumes are produced. Do not sand down, especially with an electrical sander, as this produces dust. Use a (preferably) solvent-free paint stripper and scrape the paint into a plastic bag for safe disposal.






BATTERY DRILL/DRIVER


If you do a lot of DIY, a cordless drill/driver is one of the most useful tools you can buy. The power in a cordless drill comes from the battery. Generally speaking, the larger the battery the more powerful the drill. A 12V drill is average for DIY work, although 14V will allow you to drill larger holes through more dense materials. If possible, pay a little extra for one with two batteries – it’s a real nuisance if your battery runs out half way through a job and you have to wait three hours for it to recharge.


Most cordless drills have keyless chucks, which means you can change drill bits quickly and easily. Look for a 14V drill/driver with two speeds and a keyless 10 mm chuck. This is the largest diameter drill bit the drill can accommodate. A drill with a variable clutch is an advantage as, should the drill bit get stuck or ‘bind’ in a material, the clutch will disengage and stop the drill motor from turning the drill bit. This saves the drill kicking in your hand and causing sprained wrists and broken thumbs!





Insight


Make sure your screwdriver has a reverse gear!





Most cordless drills can also be used as electric screwdrivers but are best used only to screw or unscrew crosshead screws. The screwdriver head or ‘bit’ will not easily slip out of a crosshead screw, whereas a slotted driver bit can slip very easily at speed and cause all sorts of expensive damage to the work surface.





Tip: skip hire


Many DIY jobs produce a lot of waste, and travelling backwards and forwards to the council waste disposal site can take up valuable time (not to mention energy!). Hiring a skip is one option.




	Skip hire prices have increased in recent years because of the new emphasis and legislation on recycling.


	Skip hire charges are usually for three weeks’ hire but always check with the hiring company.


	Domestic skips range in size from a mini skip (2 cubic yards and about 2 ft 6 in high, 4 ft long and 3 ft wide) to a builder’s skip at 8 cubic yards. This skip is about 4 ft high, 12 ft long and 5 ft 6 in wide.


	Skip companies will not accept items which cannot be recycled or sent to landfill. These include car batteries, fridges/freezers, asbestos, tyres, paint, computer monitors and food.


	Skips placed on public highways need permits. These are almost always organized by your skip hire company.








 





Insight


We also enquire about the cost of hiring a lorry for a day, filling it up and taking the lot to the local waste disposal site.





 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
Talk to builders at builders’ merchants about the tools you need.





	
Talk to the tool hire shop about the best tools.





	
Buy the best tools you can afford.





	
Look after your tools. Sharpen chisels etc.





	
Plan and research each project thoroughly.





	
Draw a plan whenever possible.





	
Remember the principle of uniform thickness.





	
Find a way to practise each new skill you try.





	
Use a vacuum cleaner when sanding.





	
Talk to builders’ merchants about buying materials at discounted rates.
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Top ten DIY jobs for homeowners


In this chapter you will learn:




	how to recognize some common problems


	how to deal with these problems.






Introduction


The main concern for most homeowners is electrical safety, which is tackled separately in a chapter of its own (see Chapter 7). The top nine concerns after this are:




	rising damp


	condensation damage


	woodworm


	dry rot


	burst pipes


	blowing light bulbs


	drilling through pipes and cables


	radiator problems and maintenance


	fire, carbon monoxide poisoning and gas leaks.





In this chapter we will look at each of the above in turn.



Rising damp



WHAT IS RISING DAMP?


The term rising damp is used to describe water that seems to be rising up through the ground, being soaked into brickwork and blockwork foundations. From there, it is sucked up by the masonry to levels that allow it to evaporate inside the property. This evaporation leaves salt deposits on the surface of the walls (see the section on efflorescence in Chapter 5) and/or mould on the plaster. Rising damp is often wrongly diagnosed when no real investigation has been carried out. The reality is that genuine rising damp is a rare occurrence. If there is rising damp, in all but the most extreme cases it is extremely rare that it will reach more than 1.2 m above floor level. It is at this point that gravity takes over from the capillary action which makes the water rise (capillary action or capillarity is the rise or fall of a liquid in a tube or other confined space, such as the very fine air pockets and cracks in masonry and mortar). The narrower the passage, the higher the liquid rises. Some fissures in masonry and mortar are indeed very small, but most are too large for capillary action to take place and it is overcome by the force of gravity pulling the liquid down again.





Insight


If rising damp has been diagnosed always get a second, third and even fourth opinion from recognized companies.






DEALING WITH RISING DAMP


In Chapter 4, on foundations, you will read about damp proof courses and damp proof membranes. These are installed to stop moisture rising to a level where it could potentially get inside your house. This being the case, and despite many scientists’ attempts to prove that rising damp is a myth, the fact remains that water does, quite often, manifest itself on walls and skirting boards.


Of course rising damp exists, but it is not as bad as is widely thought. The remedies for rising damp are, for the most part, expensive, so anyone suspecting that they have rising damp should make absolutely sure that this is the problem, rather than any number of other possibilities, before resorting to remedial work of this nature. It is no good, either, to apply damp proof paint over a damp spot on the wall. Covering it up is only dealing with the effects of the damp. You need to deal with the cause first, then the effect.


Many people think they have rising damp when they find damp patches on the inside of external walls. This is generally not the problem, however – there are many possible causes of damp within a building, and all of the areas listed below should be checked before embarking on the major project of injecting a damp proof course or tanking the walls. (Tanking is a construction technique of covering the affected walls of a building in a waterproof and water repellent rendering material.)




	Check for a damp proof course. In most houses you can see a thin black line around the perimeter of the property, in between two bricks at about 150 mm from the ground (see Figure 4.6). If you do not have one at all, think seriously about getting one installed.


	If the damp is at floor level, check for evidence of old doorways being bricked up without a damp proof course having been inserted. Check every bit of masonry for defective mortar joints or, if the walls are rendered, for cracks. With older stonework, look for cracked and broken stones.


	Is your patio too high or running towards the property? No part of your garden, even paths, patios and decking, should be higher than 150 mm below the level of the damp proof course. Constant rain splashing up the wall from paths, patios and decks that are too high can cause damp spots.


	Look for white, salty deposits on the brickwork. This is called efflorescence, and is a sure sign that there is an excess of moisture within the structure. When the moisture evaporates from the wall, it leaves behind the salts it has extracted from the masonry and/or mortar. How is it getting in?


	Check above and around windows/doors for a bad seal; water can get in and trickle through joints to find a weak spot.


	Check all ground levels, paths, etc. close to the house. Are they at least 150 mm (6 in) below the damp proof course? If they are not, dig them back. If this is impossible, look at the section on land drainage in Chapter 4.


	Check roof tiles for damage. Water can get in and run down the roofing felt, collect in the bottom of the felt where it meets the external walls, and rot through the felt. This will allow water onto the top of the walls, which can then trickle down through masonry joints and come in through a weak spot.


	Check all gutters for leakage, blockages and overflow. A constantly damp wall will suck moisture in. Check the gullies where your washing machine, dishwasher, downstairs sinks and basins discharge. Also check your overflow pipes.


	Check any abutments to the wall and the joint it creates. If a garden wall butts up against a house wall, water can become trapped in the joint and soak through to the house masonry.


	Check for holes drilled in walls for hanging baskets, etc.


	Have your drains checked for broken or blocked pipes and manholes.
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