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  FOREWORD

  My first book, The SAS Survival Handbook, deals with survival in the wild away from all resources, so you may be surprised to see me turning my attention to the problems and dangers of the urban environment.

  Unemployment and the high cost of accommodation contribute to serious social problems— the number of homeless sleeping rough in London, New York and other major cities is powerful evidence of the stresses that exist. For the newcomer, in particular, the going can be tough and frightening. It really is a jungle out there.

  Everyone is exposed to an enormous number of risks and dangers, which they have to try to cope with on top of all their own personal, health and financial stresses. These range from ordinary domestic accidents to burglary, muggings and even the terrorist threat.

  In 27 years as a soldier I was always glad to return home, where I could relax in the ‘safe’ domestic environment. How wrong I was! I once returned after four months in a fierce war without a scratch. I’d only been in the house for two minutes when I stood up in the kitchen and cut my head badly on a cupboard door. That started me thinking. Every year there are thousands of fatal accidents in the home—more than on the roads, and many more than in the great outdoors.

  The home has all the ingredients for disaster under one roof—fire, electricity, water, gas, sharp knives, power tools, heights, poisons and chemicals. In the wild you rarely have two dangerous things to contend with at the some time. At home you also have people from every age group. I have watched my seven children growing up and have seen the dangers they were exposed to—not just in and around the house, but at school and on the streets.

  Safety is largely a matter of common sense and following basic rules. This is easiest when you’re not under pressure. If you’re in unfamiliar surroundings and under threat, your judgement is likely to be clouded. If you’re late for work or school, you may forget to lock the house and take a short cut through a dangerous area. You must recognize when you’re taking chances and learn to make decisions quickly.

  The pace of urban life is sometimes too fast to keep up with. The world is what we have made it—if we want to enjoy all of its pleasures, we must be aware of the dangers. I didn’t write this book to scare anyone. I want to show you how to avoid these dangers. The same awareness and readiness that are required when surviving in the wild really are necessary in the city, too. That’s why this book is called The Urban Survival Handbook.

  I would like to thank Christopher MacLehose of Harvill for first encouraging me to write this book, and Tony Spalding for helping me to shape it. Also thanks to all the people who helped me gather information and my mates with whom I learned my own basic skills. Most of all, thanks to my family—concern for whom first awakened me to the dangers of the urban jungle.

  John “Lofty” Wiseman


  INTRODUCTION

  The whole world changed after 9/11. It brought home the dangers to everyone who suddenly realised how vulnerable we are.

  There has never been a greater need for this book as recent events can justify. In the last decade we have seen wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, with uprisings in Egypt, Libya, and Syria, which all help destabilise the Western world.

  Not only is terrorism on the rise but financial difficulties are putting many people worldwide under pressure. Add to this the unusual weather we have received lately and we have all the ingredients for a catastrophe. Everyone is affected and as long as we realise the dangers we can overcome them. A strong mental outlook is required that will enable us to handle any situation that may arise. The more knowledge we have guided by common sense will see us through. Knowing what to expect is a great advantage, and planning and preparation is never wasted.

  The recent tsunami that hit Japan caused catastrophic damage. Three nuclear power plants were damaged causing enormous risks. Before this Chernobyl and Three Mile Island were other nuclear-related incidents that potentially could have destroyed the planet.

  We all think we are safe in our homes, a place to relax and feel one hundred percent secure, but this is not always the case. We can achieve this, but it does take effort, and certain rules must be applied.

  I think that everyone, once in his life, has said, “I wish I knew that,” or “I wish I hadn’t done that.” Knowledge is never dear and can eliminate a lot of mistakes that we are prone to make. These mistakes are costly not only financially, but they can cause great physical suffering that we cannot put a price on.

  A home is full of dangers, having all the ingredients for disaster under one roof. Everyone is vulnerable, especially the young and the elderly. The young are inquisitive and adventurous with little sense of fear or danger. The elderly are impaired by slower reactions, forgetfulness, faulty hearing and sight.

  We must protect and safeguard our homes so our family and possessions are safe. We can turn our home into a fortress by locking all doors and barring windows, but this can be counterproductive if we have a fire. So a balance must be reached where we are secure but can still evacuate the building in an emergency.

  Although all the dangers mentioned in the book appear daunting, I didn’t cause them; I just try to deal with them. It’s not all doom and gloom: the world is a wonderful place and the majority of people are law-abiding citizens.

  The moment I step out from the sanctuary of my home I face new dangers. I face the most dangerous animal on earth: MAN.

  Animals are predictable and easily avoided, but man, especially under the influence of drugs or alcohol, is not. Some people are capable of the heinous of crimes, so we must prepare ourselves for the worse possible scenario that we may have to face. Everyone acts differently under pressure, so understanding emotions and recognising body language is essential.

  Don’t make yourself a target by appearing unsure and indecisive. Presenting a confident image will deter muggers. If going into unknown territory, do your homework and plan the route. If you have to ask for directions, try to use someone in authority. Don’t carry too much, and always leave one hand free.

  Road accidents account for many injuries and fatalities, yet we use the roads and public transport everyday commuting to school or work. We are more aware of the dangers at work as strict health and safety rules apply, yet accidents still happen.

  Children get bullied at school, sometimes abused. Things like this add pressure to our lives. There are always problems to deal with and we take these in our stride. But things crop up unexpectedly and we can find ourselves swamped, unable to cope. A minor incident can be the straw that breaks the camel’s back if we allow these pressures to build up and don’t deal with them as they occur. Prevention is better than cure, so being aware of all the dangers help us to prevent many things from happening, allowing us to live a more settled life.

  Life is what you make it. It can be as exciting or as dull as you wish. Knowledge gives confidence, allowing you to be more adventurous living life to the full. Be in charge of your own destiny.

  The aim of this book is to make everyone aware of the dangers we face on a daily basis in an urban environment. Once we recognise the dangers, hopefully we can avoid them, dealing with problems as they arise, never sweeping them under the carpet. Life is never straightforward and accidents will happen. Knowing what to do in an emergency is essential. My aim is to make the world a safer place.

  When money is scarce, crime increases; we must constantly be alert to various scams and fraudulent projects that try to rob us of our hard earned cash. They always seem so plausible and are usually motivated by personal greed. Promises of easy cash, luxury holidays, and buying into projects, seem too good to be true, which they always are, and end in tears. Do not be tempted—there is only one winner in a get rich situation. Remember there is no such thing as a free lunch.

  Never be forced into a quick decision. Always say you will think about it, and discuss it with family or close friends. Never sign anything or divulge banking details, investments, or savings. Always read the small print, and if there is anything that you do not understand, seek advice from a professional.

  People will go to extraordinary lengths to extort cash. Fraudulent insurance claims, falsifying disability, and claiming benefits that they are not entitled to. These all contribute to pushing up insurance premiums, penalising the law-abiding. Don’t join this small group of conmen. Honesty is the best policy

  If you donate to a charity, make sure it is bona fide. Many charities support a vast array of administrators and only a small percentage of your donation gets to where it is intended.

  Have a “I never buy at the door” policy. Door-to-door salesmen are very convincing but their products are often second rate. Never allow them into the house and make a mental note of their appearance. If they have cheated other members of the neighborhood, your description will be very useful.

  After reading your mail, shred it. Don’t throw any correspondence into the trash with your name and address on it. Identity theft is on the rise, and unscrupulous people use your identity to get loans and make purchases. Updates on insurance policies, investments, and bank statements are cash to these crooks. Deny them this.

  Be careful whom you tell that you are going on a trip or vacation. This information in the wrong hands can lead to your house being burgled. Knowing that the house will be empty on a certain date makes this easy.

  Surveys are very popular at the moment. Different organisations wanting your opinion on their products or performances ask for many details, which in the wrong hands can seriously threaten your security. Just giving your address or phone number can lead to a bombardment of unwanted calls and mail.

  Credit cards are very convenient but can be exploited at your expense. When paying for anything in a shop or restaurant don’t let the card out of your sight. Watch the transaction being made. This prevents extra copies being made. Keep a note of all your transactions and compare them to your statements.

  Cash machines are magnets to criminals. They can lurk there ready to pounce on careless users. Don’t let anyone watch you when entering your PIN and try to be accompanied if outside daylight hours.

  The Internet is part of our everyday life, but care must be taken when using it. Ensure you have a password that is a combination of figures and letters. Change this frequently and never give it out. Don’t use any obvious combinations like birthdates, home address, or anniversaries.

  Never accept email attachments without the proper internet security, as viruses could be introduced. Use firewall and virus protection—this is money well-spent—and always back up your files and documents and keep copies on a memory stick.

  Always log off so no one else can access your details.

  Be aware of phishing scams. These are money-grabbing schemes requesting your log-in details that give unscrupulous people access to your accounts.

  Password-protect your Wi-Fi so no one else can download unwanted material to your computer. Don’t expect anyone else to protect your privacy; IT’S ALL UP TO YOU.

  Be aware of spammers. These collect email addresses from a variety of places like chat rooms, customer lists, and news groups and sell them. They are used to sell you products over the Internet, especially financial services. Don’t open anything that you cannot verify.

  Monitor what your children use the computer for. There are seedy people who groom youngsters in order to arrange meetings that can result in serious consequences. Know what your children are up to and constantly check on them.

  Social media sites are a great way of keeping in touch with friends, but they do have their dangers. It can become addictive, with people spending twenty-four hours a day on it. Some put every detail of their daily events online, divulging far too much information. This leaves them open to blackmail, extortion, and abuse. Bullying can also result, and scandal started.

  Mobile phones used sensibly are priceless. But don’t become a slave to sending unnecessary messages and texts. Don’t use them on busy streets where you need your wits about you, and never use while driving.

  Many people on social media lie about their status and mislead the gullible. Confidence tricksters have received vast amounts of cash from sympathetic users, so use Facebook with caution.

  Be very suspicious of any request of bank details, or financial status. Credit card fraud is a major crime. If your banking details fall into the wrong hands, you could be bled dry. Small amounts are milked off monthly and unless you check your statements regularly, it can go unnoticed.

  Don’t become a victim. Just take a little time to think before you act. Run through what you propose to do and look for any problems. A mental rehearsal is a good way of pre-empting any dangers. There is no substitute for hard work, so don’t take any shortcuts. They tend to prove expensive in the long run.

  We can all improve our performance by consulting with professionals. Get involved with the police and fire services, and seek their advice, which they will only be too happy to provide. Be positive as there is nothing you cannot deal with. The word impossible has two too many letters—it should read POSSIBLE.

  —John “Lofty” Wiseman

  May 2012


  1

  We are constantly reminded that the world is a dangerous place —pollution, food processing, violence and natural disasters are all beyond our direct control. City life adds further stresses, which may become too much to bear.

  Essentials

  BE A SURVIVOR Natural enemies • Pollution • Radiation • Processed Foods

  BODY MATTERS Vitamin overdose • Exercise • Chemical risks • Substance abuse

  STRESS Dealing with stress • Working out your problems • Relaxation • Counselling • Fear • Violence in the city • Catastrophes

  CITY SURVIVAL KIT
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  BE A SURVIVOR!
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  Every man, woman and child has to face a multitude of dangers in their lives. The added pressures of urban life can often make those problems seem impossible to deal with. It’s VITAL to understand the dangers at home, at work, on the streets (at least) and to get to grips with as many as possible. Take control! The safer you make your day-to-day existence, the better able you will be (and the more time and energy you will have) to deal with major crises. How can you expect to deal with a serious health, emotional or financial set-back, if you’re totally preoccupied with surviving the dangers of your own home?

  Your strategy must be to avoid unnecessary risks in the urban environment and minimize the damage caused by those you can’t avoid. You must develop an attitude to urban life that will help you cope with all kinds of situations.

  [image: image]

  Safety and security

  The first place to make safe and secure MUST be your home. Make sure that the structure of the building is safe and keep it that way. Prepare it to withstand both the pressures of natural forces and the added hazards of modern cities. Older houses, in particular, may be affected by damp, insect infestation, rot, settlement and subsidence. All fixtures and fittings should be carefully checked to ensure that they do not invite accident— and immediate action taken if they do.

  Everything must be made secure against intruders— primarily because YOU might be at risk. People have been attacked and even held hostage in their own homes. If you decide to put things right yourself, make sure you really CAN do the job. In the end, it may not be worth the aggravation. Unskilled DIY is the cause of an enormous number of injuries—bodged jobs can lead to more stress and further accidents.

  The workplace needs to be as safe and secure as the home. It may include machinery, chemical hazards or processes that are highly dangerous. Many jobs are made difficult enough by heavy competition and stress. At home, you may be able to sort things out yourself, but it’s more complicated to deal with dangers at work and in public places.

  Leisure activities, too, bring their own risks. The element of danger may give a ‘thrill’ which is an essential part of some hobbies and sports—but a severe injury could be disastrous.

  Travel, for business or for pleasure, brings new risks to be assessed and prepared for. There have always been the problems of adapting to a change of diet and climate, and having to cope with a society whose language and social rules you do not understand. These are made worse by jet lag, the strain of airport high-security procedures and the fear of terrorism. Wherever you are, there is a possibility of danger from natural phenomena and from human violence—you could get caught up in an earthquake or be mugged.

  AGAINST ALL ODDS

  Take control of yourself, your health and your immediate surroundings. On a simple practical level, there’s a lot you can do to make life safer and less complicated—but you must do so against a backdrop of constant natural and man-made dangers. You can’t change the world, but you can HELP! Minimize the risks to yourself by understanding some of the natural dangers. DON’T contribute to the world-pollution crisis.

  Natural enemies

  Some hazards exist as part of nature. There is a huge number of poisonous plants commonly found in gardens or indoors as pot plants. Some are deadly if eaten, others cause irritation when they come into contact with the skin. DO NOT eat any plant, unless it is already a recognized ‘food’. Even some everyday food plants are poisonous if eaten in their raw state, including the familiar potato. Its flowers, leaves and stems are poisonous, as are the potatoes themselves if eaten raw—especially if they are green!

  Cockroaches, fleas, rats and other common vermin help to spread disease. Rats alone have been responsible for the spread of plague (transmitted by rat fleas) and a serious illness called Weil’s disease is carried in their urine. And, of course, there is a multitude of poisonous and dangerous animals, reptiles, fish and insects the world over—from Australia to India and America to the Arctic Circle.

  There is even a risk from the life-giving sun itself. Overexposure, especially of skin that hasn’t seen the sun for months, can lead to skin cancers if no protective barrier is worn.

  Radon gas is a major hazard, although not specifically a city problem. It occurs mainly in areas built on granite, where the rock contains uranium 238 and thorium. Official figures indicate that radon gas is responsible for 20,000 deaths in the USA alone, every year. The carcinogenic (cancer-producing) gas rises through the ground and up into buildings. Sealing floors and improving ventilation is one of the recommendations for reducing exposure.

  Pollution

  Many of the environmental problems of our cities can be traced directly to ourselves. In most densely-populated parts of the world, industrial, domestic and traffic emissions so pollute the environment that large numbers of the population—especially children—suffer from respiratory problems and various forms of chemical poisoning.

  It is only really in this century that people began to realize the link between industrial and domestic smoke and air pollution. Avoiding the filthy air was one reason why cities spread away from their industrial hearts.

  Clean-air legislation has made some progress, but traffic emissions and the burning of fossil fuels still pollute the air of most of the world’s cities. Often the atmosphere is so contaminated that even the buildings are being slowly eaten away by the chemical-laden air and rain.

  Of course, it is not just our cities that are affected by air pollution. When major atmospheric pollution combines with moisture, sulphuric acid, sulphites and sulphur dioxide are produced. These spread around the globe, falling as acid rain. This affects people, trees, plants and animals thousands of miles away. It also leaches mercury, iron, cadmium and magnesium out of soil to pollute streams and rivers, further poisoning fish and other wildlife.

  The acid content of the water increases the risks of poisoning the drinking supply. Many harmful chemicals also escape the filters of the water-treatment systems.

  Gases such as carbon dioxide have built up in the atmosphere, contributing to a so-called global warming—the ‘greenhouse effect’—which may dramatically change the world’s climate and sea levels. Inadequate controls and accidents have led to horrific spillages of radiation, poisonous gases and chemicals, often in densely populated areas.

  
    CHEMICAL SPRAYS

    If you must use pesticides, fungicides or weedkillers in your own garden, be careful to avoid skin contact or inhalation of droplets or vapours. Even those of low toxicity can do you harm. Toxic effects vary considerably, but most of the chemicals you will use will persist in the soil. DDT is now banned, in most countries, but even a newborn baby has traces in its body tissues. 2,4,5-T was found to cause horrific disorders, several years ago, but is still available.

  

  Radiation

  There has always been a background level of radioactivity from natural sources, but the development of nuclear power— whether for peaceful or military purposes—has greatly increased the risks. Incidents such as those at Chernobyl and Three Mile Island have made our worst fears REAL. Fallout from Chernobyl has disastrously affected an enormous number of lives in many countries.

  We are what we eat

  Much of the food we eat now often carries a heavy dosage of chemicals absorbed from pesticides and artificial fertilizers (which also leach into waterways and pollute them). Many foods are also over-processed or in some way ‘interfered with’ before they reach us.
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    X-rays have been found to cause ionization in the living cells through which they pass. It is known that they can have a cumulative effect on the body—and should only be given when absolutely necessary. X-ray ‘photographs’ are produced because some body tissues absorb higher levels of radiation than others. Bones absorb the most, so they appear as a lighter image on the plate. Changes can occur in bone marrow and white blood cells. Keep a personal record of any x-rays—part of body, date, reason—not forgetting dental x-rays.

  

  For the city dweller, growing your own food—however organically—is no longer safe. Research has suggested that home-grown vegetables in many city gardens absorb even more pollutants from the air than are present in most non-organically grown farm produce. Lettuce is the worst—it absorbs more nitrates and lead than any other vegetable.

  It may not be safe to eat food grown within a seven-mile radius of a major city. Large airports also produce toxins, causing (for instance) very high levels of aluminium in the soil.

  Processed foods

  Food marketing today seems to try to make all food look appealing. Food may have been treated with bleach or colourings. Various additives may be used to provide or increase flavour or aroma, preservatives to make the food keep longer. Fruit may be sprayed or painted with wax. Irradiation is also being used in some countries to kill organisms and increase shelf life of ‘fresh’ products. It is claimed this process has no ill effects. Experts differ on this, but there is serious concern—not least because it is not detectable in most foods. All these additives and processes are IN ADDITION TO the chemicals used in growing produce.

  ALL fruit and vegetables must be THOROUGHLY washed. It is advisable that they should also be peeled, unless you are quite sure that they have been organically grown without the use of pesticides. If you like cooking with the zest of citrus fruit or baking potatoes in their jackets, you should always be very careful.

  It’s up to us

  We have got to live with these problems and do everything we can to improve things. It will mean a dramatic change in attitudes—especially in our cities—to conserve energy and produce it in less harmful ways. We are all aware of most of the problems, but action on both the personal and governmental level still lags far behind what’s needed. In many cases we have learned too late—the damage has already been done. In some places the countryside, its wildlife and even its people, are sick and dying. We are all at risk. This is the background against which you have to solve all your other problems.

  
    REMEMBER

    The growth of knowledge and understanding, followed by positive action, which has occurred over environmental issues is an example of the pattern which YOU should apply to every aspect of your life. Ignorance is definitely NOT bliss! It is a killer. The more you know and understand, the better you can cope with any situation. Knowledge will give you confidence and experience will increase your abilities.

  

  BODY MATTERS

  It’s up to YOU to make sure that you have a balanced diet and proper exercise. Monitor your own health and have regular medical check-ups—particularly if you smoke cigarettes, drink a lot of alcohol or have a hazardous/high-stress job. How much you need to eat depends on your physique and the kind of life you lead. Exercise will be more necessary if you have a sedentary job than if your work involves physical exertion.

  Most people have a pretty good idea of when they are over or under weight. If you’re worried about being fat or skinny you should check with your doctor, before adopting a particular diet. There could be non-dietary reasons for your condition or you may be worrying needlessly. There are a great many cases of severe dietary disorders each year, due to people having distorted ideas of what is a ‘perfect’ physique.

  In the 1980s, many people—worried by all the media coverage on diet, sport, fitness and longevity—took to eating pasta and salads. Both are good for you, but don’t constitute an adequate diet on their own. Many people became ‘hooked’ on exercise as well—doctors found that some of their patients were literally exhausted!

  Vitamin and other dietary supplements should not be necessary, unless you feel particularly ‘run down’ or you’ve been ill. A mixture of vegetables, fruit, meat and fish and dairy products is generally believed to provide all the proteins, carbohydrates, vitamins and minerals which you need. In recent years, many people have cut down on the amount of meat they eat—many have stopped eating meat altogether. A vegetarian or vegan diet needs more careful planning to ensure the body gets all the nutrients it needs when animal fats and proteins are excluded.

  
    VITAMIN OVERDOSE

    Excessive vitamin intake can do as much harm as having too little—especially for the very young, the elderly and pregnant women. It’s quite common to reach toxic levels of some vitamins, especially with today’s super-high-dose supplements. A boost of vitamin C, for example, has long been thought to help fight common colds (although there is little scientific evidence for it). An excess increases the risk of forming kidney stones. Excessive doses during pregnancy can lead to withdrawal symptoms in newborn infants, producing symptoms very like scurvy. Effervescent tablets often consist largely of sodium bicarbonate and this would be a risk to patients on a low sodium diet for heart or blood pressure problems. Natural vitamin C from citrus fruits, for example, should be adequate.

  

  Exercise

  Don’t suddenly take up strenuous exercise if you have been inactive for a long time. You should have a medical check-up first. You have to build up your stamina gradually and match the kind of exercise you do to your age and condition. Most injuries in amateurs occur in the first few weeks of a season when people are out of practice—evidence enough that sudden exercise can be damaging.

  In fact, every sport and exercise session should start with a warm-up (see WORK & PLAY: Sport). Walking and swimming provide excellent exercise for all ages and are safe for most people.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    If you find that ANY exercise you undertake puts you under uncomfortable strain, causes chest pain or shooting pains down the arms, STOP AT ONCE. You may be overdoing it. Have a medical check-up and then opt for a gentler form of exercise. You can increase the work your body has to do, as it develops greater strength and stamina. NEVER take strenuous exercise classes in conditions which are very hot or very humid compared with those in which you normally live.

  

  Chemical risks

  In addition to the toxic substances in the environment and in our food, there are a huge amount of poisons lying around in every home or in daily use at work.

  There are great dangers in presuming that all over-the-counter medicinal preparations are totally safe—and appropriate for the condition YOU think you have. Many people dose themselves up to toxic levels.

  Children are probably at greatest risk—young developing bodies won’t process chemicals efficiently. In some countries (including Britain) it has been decided that aspirin and products containing aspirin are NOT suitable for children under twelve years of age. As we get old, our bodies become more delicate again—it’s wise to take a smaller amount and reduce the maximum dosage period of drugs like paracetamol.

  The threat of poisoning is ever-present, though—with the bewildering range of toxic and potentially-toxic substances in the house, garden and garage/shed (see POISONS).

  Substance abuse

  It should not be necessary to warn about hard drugs—in most countries they are illegal—but drug-taking has long been common among young people and those under stress. Quite apart from the physical and mental damage which misuse of drugs can do, obtaining drugs requires ‘stepping outside the law’, in most countries. Funding a serious habit sometimes leads to further involvement in crime.

  Drug tolerance (larger doses are gradually needed for the same effect) and dependency can develop very rapidly—DON’T RISK GETTING HOOKED!

  It has often been claimed that the occasional social use of cannabis does much less harm than smoking cigarettes. Prolonged use of cannabis may carry a higher risk of lung cancer when mixed with tobacco. Animal tests have indicated that the immune system may be weakened and that the sperm count in males may be lowered. Cannabis does not create physical dependence—there are no definite withdrawal effects.

  Greater danger may be in contaminants which are likely in cannabis—powerful weedkillers have been found in some samples. In a purified form, cannabis is being considered for various medicinal purposes.

  The effects of amphetamines, barbiturates, cocaine, heroin and heroin derivatives, solvents, glues and other ‘abused’ substances are much more quantifiable—and much more harmful. All have been associated with countless deaths. But while you sit shaking your head with dismay that so many people seem to abuse their bodies with so many chemicals, how much alcohol do you drink? Although legal and socially acceptable in most countries, alcohol IS poisonous. It causes millions of deaths directly by poisoning and indirectly through accidents, violence and loss of judgement.

  Tranquillizers are taken by thousands of people every day and can lead to the same ‘addictive’ pattern of tolerance and dependence as ‘illegal’ drugs. They should, if absolutely necessary, only be taken for short periods. As soon as you find yourself desperately wanting or needing a repeat prescription to be able to cope with life, you are on a dangerous path. You MUST try other methods of relieving stress. You need to talk about your problems, solve some of them, find a counsellor or help-group. These will give you long-term help—tranquillizers WON’T. Investigate relaxation techniques.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    If you use any relaxant, hallucinogenic or mood-changing drugs—tranquillizers, alcohol, cannabis, LSD, cocaine, heroin, for example—do NOT drive a vehicle or operate machinery while under the influence. You may feel perfectly capable, but your reactions and decision-making abilities are affected. If ALCOHOL is combined with other drugs it can cause serious problems, even with prescribed drugs. For pregnant women these are even more serious since the foetus can be affected.

  

  
    ARE YOU AN ADDICT?

    There are other ‘social addictions’ that can produce adverse effects. How many cups of tea or coffee do you drink in a day? Tea contains tannin, both contain caffeine—as do soft drinks such as ‘cola’. Caffeine acts first as a stimulant and then a depressant. It can cause insomnia, nausea, gastric disorders, palpitations and nervous anxiety. Links have been suggested with cancer and benign lumps in the breast. There may be risks to foetuses during pregnancy and to breast-fed babies, if large quantities are consumed.

  

  STRESS

  Stress is an unavoidable part of living and it’s VITAL that you learn to minimize it—and to cope with it or reduce its harmful effects. Every life has its problems, but city life tends to magnify stress. Travelling to and from work in crowded public transport or driving in rush-hour conditions can be a considerable twice-daily strain. Fear of attack in the streets, dodging traffic, being buffeted by crowds—it all adds up.

  At work—and work problems rate very highly amongst causes of stress—pressures may be enormous. Some people live in constant fear of being sacked or made redundant. There may be delivery dates or deadlines to meet and aggressively competitive colleagues. Management may be difficult or unsympathetic. There may be sexual or racial harassment. You may have to deal with ill-tempered customers or clients. Strangely enough some people seem to ‘thrive’ on such pressures, but for most of us it’s quite impossible. Sometimes, if anything else happens to us in other areas of our lives, the pressure just gets too great to bear.

  Being unemployed can be just as stressful—it affects both public- and self-image and deprives you of MONEY—which is unfortunately vital for urban survival.

  Stress is really a blanket term for excessive emotional pressure. It can be provided by (or focused on) something quite minor—a dripping tap, a persistent smell, or constant background noise, such as that produced by air-conditioning.

  Poor living conditions are not only physically unhealthy, but depressing and stress-inducing. Fear of illness, attack or robbery can all prey on the mind. Research increasingly supports the contention that people are more susceptible to depression and stress at certain times of the year. When days are shorter and light levels lower, more people succumb to stress.

  Worries about sexual matters and relationships can be very destructive, but the most stressful events in most people’s lives are those which create sudden changes. Death of a family member or a friend, divorce, redundancy, unemployment, moving house, starting a new job are all at the top of the list for causing stress. Even ‘happy’ events such as a marriage or the birth of a child can cause great anxiety.

  
    RESTORE THE BALANCE

    Stress puts extra demands on the body, burning up nutrients to fuel your nervous energy. That is why people under stress tend to lose weight and anxiety produces a drawn and gaunt appearance. To help the body cope with the physical effects of stress, make sure it has the particular nutrients that are important for the nervous system and body functions.

    Calcium and zinc are burned up under stress and need replacement. Vitamin B1 is needed to control nerve conduction and reaction. Vitamin B2 is needed to control the breakdown of fats and carbohydrates in the liver to ensure wastes and toxins do not accumulate, making you more tired and sluggish. Vitamin B3 is needed to help control the amount of oxygen-carrying red cells in the blood. Since B vitamins are NOT stored in the body, because they are water-soluble, you need a constant supply.

  

  Parents may worry—sometimes excessively—about their children. Often these worries don’t subside when the children are grown into adults themselves!

  Dealing with stress

  Recognizing the causes of stress in YOUR life is the first step. Make it a challenge to identify and sort out problems—don’t let things pile on top of you. Stress really drags you down mentally and puts you at great risk physically.

  You need to find something better to do than worry. If you can sort out your day-to-day life to reduce stress, you can start to look ahead to possible problems and try to avert disasters before they happen. If you’re overcome by your present problems, how will you cope if anything major goes wrong? You are starting from the wrong place!

  Overcoming stress requires great self-control. You need to be able to clear your thoughts and make both body and mind relax. This also helps create a calm and balanced attitude which will greatly reduce the impact of stress situations.

  
    CAN YOU REDUCE STRESS?

    Are you ALWAYS rushing about? Do you NEED to place yourself under so much stress? Can you have the occasional quiet day or evening? Can you travel at a different time or use a different route or another form of transport? Is it really necessary to be so competitive? Is that difficult relationship worth the damage it causes? Take a look at your lifestyle, review it and assess what you want. Think about changing your job for something less demanding. Let life centre around something else!

  

  Different people have different ways of relieving tension. Tranquillizers, alcohol, smoking, drugs, eating and violence are NOT solutions. They are the traps people fall into. If you’re lucky and have a creative hobby, the concentration involved can be very therapeutic. When a project is completed, you may feel genuinely proud of yourself. Anything which can build confidence and self-esteem is worthwhile.

  Work out your problems

  Finding solutions to your problems is obviously the best way of removing stress. When that seems impossible you can free yourself for a while by concentrating on physical exertion to help the mind and body relax. Exercise is a great way of overcoming stress. After a good workout your problems don’t seem so bad. The tension and anxiety go from your body and you see things in a different light.

  Repetitive exercises can be calming and the burning up of energy is like releasing a pressure valve to rid you of built-up tension. Don’t get hooked on exercise, though, and make sure your diet compensates for the energy expended. Try to ‘train’ with a friend—you can pace each other and it’s a lot less boring than doing it on your own.

  Relaxation

  Proper relaxation is not just putting your feet up and watching television—though that can have its role in taking your mind off worries. Learn to relax properly. There are numerous relaxation ‘techniques’—each person needs to find one that works for them. Try this:

  1 Put on some loose clothing and lie on your back on a bed or on the floor. Reach out with your toes and the top of your head, making yourself as ‘tall’ as possible. Release and relax.

  2 Try to empty your mind. If you can’t, focus on something peaceful and restful—the sea, the sky, a tree. If you can’t keep your problems from popping into your head, mentally grab hold of something simple and familiar—an egg, a cup, a button. Don’t let anything else into your mind. Imagine you are floating on air.

  3 When your mind is clear, begin to tense and release all the body’s muscle groups in turn. Start with the toes, one foot at a time. Follow with the legs, buttocks, abdomen, back, chest, fingers, hands, arms and neck. Do one group at a time, relax that group and move on to the next. Finally tense the whole body then relax.

  Try a variation on this relaxation exercise. Imagine each part of your body is growing very heavy and sinking through the floor. You should soon feel the tension drain away. Investigate local relaxation classes or try yoga or meditation.

  Learn to breathe!

  Controlled breathing is another way of combatting stress. When you are tense your breathing tends to be short and shallow. Slow it down and make it deeper. Pay attention to how you exhale. As you do, let your whole body relax.

  Stand with your hands on your hips, elbows slightly forward, shoulders slightly rounded. Now breathe in for a count of three, hold for three and exhale for three. Keep this going until you have full control and the rhythm becomes natural. Breathe in through the nose and out through the mouth.

  Use your lungs completely. Let your abdomen rise and fall—don’t let your chest heave up and down. Try it lying down in a darkened room. Imagine the room is filled with pure clean white light—your body is filled with dark smoke. Each time you breathe in you take in the white light. Each time you exhale you release the dark smoke.

  
    REMEMBER

    Relaxation and meditation techniques can be learnt, but just being alone and calm from time to time may give your mind a chance to relax. At the very least, this sort of ‘private’ time enables you to devote your thoughts to sorting out your problems.

  

  
    MASSAGE

    Relieving physical tension is the first step to relieving mental stress. If you have a partner get them to massage your neck muscles, your shoulders and the top of your spine. Even better, go to a masseur and enjoy the luxury of a full massage. To release neck tension on your own move the head rapidly backwards a few times in a very gentle motion. Push it slightly further than it wants to go with a bouncing action. Now bounce it forwards and to each side—again, very gently. Let it loll relaxed to one side and roll it through a full 360 degrees, keeping it relaxed. There, did that help?

  

  Counselling

  A problem shared is a problem halved. DON’T let problems build up inside you. DON’T hold grudges and brood about things. Hard though it may seem, it’s better to ‘bite the bullet’ and get the problem out into the open with the people concerned rather than bottle everything up to explosion point. Discuss worries with a close friend. If you don’t feel you can share your problems with anyone you know, seek professional counselling and help-groups. It is often easier to get a new perspective on problems with people who don’t know you.

  Fear

  Fear is an element in most forms of mental stress—fear of the unknown and the known, fear of not being able to cope, fear of violence. It is not something to be ashamed of, but you must NOT let it build up out of proportion. Fear is a natural emotion and not necessarily harmful. When people are suddenly very afraid, they can run faster, jump higher and do things they never thought possible. This is due to the adrenalin the body produces in a stressful situation. It can make feats of superhuman strength achievable.

  Fear can even be an asset. It makes you wary and more alert on the streets, for instance. Don’t try to eliminate it with false courage or deny its existence.

  Panic is fear that gets out of control. You MUST control panic—it can be disastrous. You must learn to use fear and anxiety—not let them use you. Don’t let your imagination run riot and conjure things to be scared of. Assess the real situation and confront it.

  Learn to think and plan when you are afraid. One way is to enrol on a survival course and be put under pressure while being carefully monitored. You must get to know yourself.

  The violent city

  For many people the greatest threat in city life is that of violence. Media reports suggest that muggings and other violent assaults have increased considerably in recent years. At the same time, people seem less and less prepared to go to the help of others. There is not much point in exposing yourself to serious physical risks if you can’t really help. You can, however, at least call the police or an ambulance. Too many people don’t even do that—they don’t want to be ‘involved’.

  Avoid violence. Don’t make yourself vulnerable—use your common sense—but don’t shut yourself indoors. What is the point of being in a city if you cannot enjoy city life? Be sensible about where you go alone, especially at night. Know your city, avoid any areas known to be dangerous. Be aware of local problems and don’t provoke violence by your behaviour. Wearing a football team’s colours and shouting abuse about the other side’s supporters is a sure way to get your nose flattened. Don’t take short cuts through dark alleys.

  Sometimes attack comes out of the blue. That’s when it is useful to have some knowledge of self-defence. Follow the basic advice given later (see SELF-DEFENCE), but think about taking a proper course. You’ll learn much better from an instructor than from any book—but don’t expect an attacker to keep to the rules. You may need to let fly with everything you’ve got. Learn how to use your natural weapons.

  Terrorism and armed violence

  The use of terrorism for political ends has been a growing problem in recent years. We have to learn to live with it and to be vigilant. Whilst you cannot deal with bombs and suspect packages and vehicles personally, you can report any suspicions and let the experts sort them out. Be alert. Learn what the procedures are for hostile action against your workplace, whether by terrorists or armed robbers, so that you will be able to respond rapidly and calmly.

  Catastrophes

  There are some situations that really are beyond our control, from train crashes to natural disasters. That does not mean that you cannot be prepared for them. Developing your own skills and reactions will help you to avoid accidents and enable you to assist others who are involved in them.

  If you live in places where earthquakes, floods or hurricanes could strike, you must learn to prepare for them, evacuate as necessary or deal with the aftermath. As with everything else in life, awareness, knowledge, confidence, training and experience will set you up to be a good survivor.

  Being prepared

  You are what you think you are. You will achieve what you think you will—at least, you have little chance of achieving ANYTHING if you don’t believe you can! Other people will have widely different opinions about you, but it is what YOU really think of yourself that matters. Confidence in yourself and self-knowledge must be backed up by what you have learned about your city and how to deal with situations.

  Of course, no two problems are identical. There is no advice that can cover EVERY situation. Develop the ability to take in and assess a situation quickly, then apply a calm and logical solution based on what you know and what you have learned. No one can hope to do better than that.

  
    SURVIVAL KIT FOR THE CITY

    Equip yourself to deal with small day-to-day problems. If you know what your programme is for the day, you will carry what you need—but you should also carry an emergency kit to cope with some of those unforeseen occurrences. It need not take up much space—a small tin like a tobacco tin is ideal, but you shouldn’t smoke the tobacco! Always carry your kit with you and it will see you through many a crisis. With it you can (at least):

    [image: image] Repair a tear

    [image: image] Sew on a button

    [image: image] Pin a broken zip

    [image: image] Remove a splinter from your finger

    [image: image] Read a telephone book/street map in poor light

    [image: image] Attract attention

    [image: image] Make notes

    [image: image] Leave a message

    [image: image] Get rid of a headache

    [image: image] Pay for a taxi-ride

    [image: image] Make an urgent phone call

    [image: image] Cover a cut or graze
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    Start with this as the standard kit and personalize it to suit YOUR needs and YOUR lifestyle. Cyclists and motorists could have their own versions. You may need a tiny screwdriver (especially if you wear glasses), antihistamine tablets (if you get hay fever), other medicines, tampons, condoms, a spare pair of contact lenses or eye drops, matches, breath fresheners, something to tie long hair back—you name it!

    Keep the kit you carry small and easy to slip into a pocket or your handbag. If it becomes too bulky or inconvenient to carry, you will leave it at home on just the day you need it! It is like wearing a seat belt in a car. You wear it every time you drive—but the day you forget it is the day you have an accident! It is the same with your emergency kit. Carry it ALL THE TIME.

  


  2

  You may think that you’re safe at home, but statistics indicate otherwise. The number of serious injuries and fatalities is staggering. Take steps to prevent yourself, your family and visitors from coming to harm.

  Safety first

  SAFE AS HOUSES? Structure • Subsidence & settlement • Outside checks • Inside checks • Damp/condensation • Rot/infestation • Asbestos risks • Repair priorities

  ELECTRICITY Know the enemy! • Electrocution • Earthing • Domestic supplies • Voltage • Power consumption • Replacing a fuse • RCDs/RCBs/ELCBs • Outdoor circuits • Low-voltage installations

  GAS Carbon monoxide • Gas leaks • Bottled/cylinder gas

  LIQUID FUEL Paraffin • Portable heaters

  SOLID FUEL

  WATER Drinking water • Lead • Purification • Filtering water • Hard & soft water • Domestic water supply • Waste systems • Burst pipes • Tank floods

  COMMON ACCIDENTS Falls • Suffocation • Choking • Burns/scalds • Bleeding

  ROOM CHECK Kitchen—gas/electric/microwave ovens, fridges/freezers, food mixers, washing machines • Living room—fires, televisions/VDUs, children’s toys • Bedroom—electric blankets, nursery • Hallway/stairs/landing • Loft—access, insulation • Garden—pesticides, bonfires, electricity • Garage/shed—storage, tools, car repairs

  LEAVING THE HOUSE Out for the day • Going away

  PETS Safety & hygiene • Unusual pets
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  SAFE AS HOUSES?
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  Most people think of the home as the one place where they can feel safe and secure—but statistics show that in industrialized societies there are as many accidents in the home as on the roads. In Britain alone, one person in 30 will have a serious accident in the home. Hospitals treat at least three million domestic injuries—and, since some result in visits to the doctor or self-help, the actual number of accidents may be much higher. Even in the garden, over 90,000 accidents are reported, ranging from slight to fatal.

  Types of accident

  Everyone is at risk, but children and old people particularly so. The young are inquisitive and full of energy, while older people can quite often be handicapped by poor eyesight, bad hearing and slower reactions.

  A quarter of a million British children require hospital treatment for accidents which result from the structure of the house itself—falling and head injuries from hard edges and corners of furniture.

  Children at play around the home will have quite surprising accidents—most of which cannot be foreseen. Most hurt themselves by falling, tripping or slipping on a flat surface. Statistics are lower for falls from one level to another, such as out of a window. Next come injuries against objects such as the corners of tables, followed by cuts and deeper wounds, suffocation, poisoning and burns.

  It’s up to you

  People spend an average of 16 hours a day at home, so make sure yours is safe. Keep it properly maintained—put right any problems that increase risk. Make sure that you do not create new dangers as you make changes or improvements.

  Most occupations and areas of work are covered by stringent safety laws. These should always be followed and it is not totally up to you to ensure that you are protected from injury. But in the home, safety is largely a matter of common sense and personal discretion.

  There are rules and regulations regarding the structure itself, but these have changed over the years and older dwellings may (quite literally) be deathtraps. Correctly installed and maintained gas, electrical and other services should be safe— but wear and tear on these, added to the possibility of human error, could be lethal.

  Surveyors will tell you if a structure is safe or not, but no one will come to your house to check for worn electrical flexes, loose stair carpets and slippery floors. You are unlikely to be arrested for not paying due attention to an old and weak ceiling which could collapse. It is up to YOU to judge these things for yourself or call in an expert when in doubt. Don’t wait for something to happen!

  Many household accidents could be avoided with a better understanding of the risks involved—an increased awareness of dangers which could seriously affect the lives of the occupants of your home.

  
    PLEASE NOTE

    All EMERGENCY! and SAVE A LIFE! panels are intended only to guide you through emergency procedures, and to avoid the need to search through the pages of this book in a crisis. More-detailed instructions appear in the HEALTH chapter. Learn the procedures BEFORE you need to use them.

  

  THE STRUCTURE
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  Keeping your house in good repair is not just a matter of maintaining market value. Damage, defects and decay could create a serious risk to life and limb. When you buy a house it is usually thoroughly inspected by a qualified surveyor, but no one can spot every potential problem, nor predict exactly how a building will behave as time passes and external conditions change.

  Every structure ‘settles’ throughout its lifetime. This settlement is caused by the sheer weight of materials used in the construction, but is also affected by changes in the use of the building—floors and walls are affected by heavy traffic and the positioning of unusually heavy furniture. This process can be accelerated by environmental and local conditions. If you are worried about the safety of your home, it would be worth seeking professional advice.

  There are several ways in which the very location of your home may be a severe threat:

  Vibration

  Trains, heavy traffic, roadworks and even low-flying aircraft can progressively weaken the fabric of a building. If you can feel vibration—and it’s not uncommon to ‘hear things rattling’ as a train passes—then your home is under threat.

  Numerous factors determine the seriousness of such vibration. If a building has been next to a railway for 75 years and shows no serious damage, it may never do so. However, the type or intensity of rail traffic may change over the years and new problems may develop. Expect problems in new buildings when local conditions change for the worse.

  Bombs, other explosions and earthquakes may do great damage, although the real extent of it may not be visible.

  Clay soils

  The main problem with clay subsoils is that they expand when wet and contract when subjected to drought. Shrinkage can be substantial in dry seasons, causing foundations to sink. When a period of wet weather follows, the clay expands, eventually lifting the foundations back up again. This may not be too serious if the shrinkage and heave occur evenly under the house, but uneven movement can be disastrous. A leaking water pipe on one side of a structure would cause local swelling of the clay. More surprisingly, a large tree near a house will ‘drink’ up vast quantities of water, causing local shrinkage.

  Obviously a leak in a pipe must be located and fixed, but dealing with trees is more difficult. Remedies range from cutting down the tree, to severe root pruning. Sometimes the remedy only makes matters worse. With the cause of the shrinkage removed, the clay takes on water and begins to heave. This process could take several years, but will cause damage. Always consult an expert.

  
    REMEMBER

    If you are planting a tree near a house, and you expect the tree to achieve any appreciable size, it should not be planted within 10 m (over 30 ft) of the foundations. Even when not on clay soils, the roots of a tree can cause havoc. Willow will target the slightest leak in a buried water or drainage pipe and could cause damage.

  

  Chalky/sandy soils

  In severe winters, chalky and sandy soils may be subject to ‘frost heave’. As they take on water and freeze, they expand— with enough power to lift foundations. This problem is fairly rare and mainly affects unheated buildings.

  Marshy ground

  Whether the building is built on known marshy ground, possibly on a valley floor or foot of a hillside, or in close proximity to a river or lake, it must be expected that problems will occur. New buildings should be built with the possibility of gradual sinking taken into account. Underground rivers or bodies of water may be harder to detect.

  Mining

  Mining or tunnelling. Dramatic settlement may be expected when mining has been close to the surface. This may not be a gradual process—numerous instances of sudden subsidence have been reported. You should know if your area was once or is still being mined.

  Sloping ground

  Building on hill and mountain sides may be no problem at all. All over the world there are buildings which have stood in precarious positions for centuries. However, there are also numerous instances of sudden collapse, usually associated with mudslides after heavy rainfall.

  Landfill

  Much depends on the quality of the landfill. All sorts of problems have been reported, from sudden subsidence to underground explosions of decaying matter. These are impossible to predict. There is also the possibility of toxic substances percolating up through the soil.

  
    SUBSIDENCE AND SETTLEMENT
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    All buildings settle in response to movement in the earth and expansion and contraction of their own structure. This can produce sloping floors with doors, windows—even walls—out of alignment. Many old buildings survive like this for centuries—think of the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

    Any new or sudden movements, generally indicated by a crack of growing length or width, or creases or splits appearing in wallpaper at corners, should be investigated. Recent very dry, hot summers in temperate countries have dried out soils and greatly increased the number of properties affected by subsidence damage.

    Any crack, especially a new one, should be investigated—or even monitored over a period of weeks or months to ascertain the cause. Don’t assume that the building is falling down—but don’t ignore the cracks either. Monitoring may involve marking the crack in some way to work out the direction of movement. A crack in an external wall will let in damp and this could lead to further problems.

    Consult an expert such as a surveyor or a professional builder. Your insurance company may be able to advise, but many policies do not allow for the effects of subsidence and settlement.
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    Climbing plants, particularly ivy, should not be allowed to scramble unchecked over the outside of a building. If the walls are in good condition or the bricks and mortar are new, there should not be much problem. The aerial roots will invade bad joints or cracked rendering, expand and severely weaken a wall. Eventually, the weight of old plants (stems can grow as thick as your neck!) could pull a wall down.

    Care should be taken to avoid ivy invading the spaces around the eaves of the house, spaces between slates, tiles, flashing and weatherboarding. As the roots and stems expand they will open up any crack they can find. Remedial treatment may be difficult if the situation has got out of hand.

  

  OUTSIDE CHECKS
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  Take a critical look at your home from outside and in. Make use of a neighbour’s upper windows to help you see the roof. Use binoculars if you can. The most serious damage could lead to collapse of all or part of the building, but anything which lets in rain or damp can start a chain of problems. Paint and other decorative treatments have a vital function in protecting wood and other materials, and require regular upkeep.

  Roof

  No roof covering is expected to last forever. The effects of the weather and conditions inside the roof space will take their toll. Look for sagging (drooping) roof lines. This may only indicate that, over a long period of settlement, the external walls have stood firm while the internal structure has ‘sunk’ slightly. This may not be serious. However, timbers may be decaying because of inadequate weatherproofing, condensation in the roof space or even infestation of wood-boring insects. Sometimes a new roof covering may be too heavy for the old timbers, or new work—such as a loft window—may be inadequately braced.

  From the outside, try to find a good vantage point such as a neighbour’s upper window—use binoculars from the ground. Look for deformation of the shape and slipped tiles or slates. The latter may be due to failure of the nails holding them in place and could be progressive.

  From the inside, working with a good light (and strong boards across the joists when there is no attic flooring) look for damp and rot. Its location may help pinpoint external problems. It may also be due to condensation in the roof space. All roofs are designed with some ventilation, usually at the eaves, to allow the space to ‘breathe’.

  Wood-boring insects can do very considerable damage if allowed to colonize the roof space. Badly-infected timbers may have to be cut out and replaced. However serious the infestation, all internal timbers should be treated.

  Lead roofs are vulnerable to the extremes of climate. Repeated expansion and contraction will crack the lead, resulting in further problems. Avoid long runs of lead which accentuate the problem.

  All flat roofs must have good drainage. Most felt roofs will blister and trap water, but more damage is done by walking on them, or resting ladders on them, than is done by the weather. Cracked or leaky felt may only need to be painted with a new protective coating. Consult a local supplier.
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    When insulating the loft space, do not carry the insulating material too far into the eaves. The loft needs to ‘breathe’ and you must not cut off or restrict its air supply. To do so could result in a build-up of condensation, which could lead to rot. This problem is particularly aggravated by ‘magic’ roof paints, used to seal and secure old slate roofs. This thick coating seals in the slates (trapping moisture which was present at the time of application) and could lead to far more serious problems than those you were trying to solve.

  

  Chimneys and flashings

  Flashings round roof edges and the base of chimneys always cause problems, but chimneys are at risk from inside as well. The soot contains acids, which eat away at the fabric of the stack. Pots on the top are set in mortar (known as flaunching). This may break up over the years, allowing pots to fall. Chimney stacks have been known to fall, sometimes onto the roof and thereby down into the house. Check your chimneys!

  Gutters and downpipes

  Leaks are easiest to see when it’s raining—you may be able to use a hose to produce the same effect. Look for stains on the wall, algae growing round brackets and joins. Plastic guttering is notorious for drooping or failing if the runs between retaining clips are too great. Drooping can cause otherwise secure seals to fail. Cast iron and aluminium guttering are subject to rust and corrosion (respectively).

  
    EFFECTS OF CLIMATE
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    Pay particular attention to the sides of your house which face the prevailing wind or receive the severest ‘baking’ from the sun. Heavy rain, driven by strong winds, will find its way into all sorts of cracks and crevices. Flashings may be lifted by particularly strong gusts. Rain may be driven underneath roof coverings.

    Strong sunlight gradually cooks paint and breaks it down. You will always have the worst problems with woodwork on the ‘sunny’ side of the house. Black and dark paints suffer most, because they absorb the heat.

    The weight of a heavy snow fall may be too great for weak roofs and gutters to bear. Freezing temperatures will freeze water which has penetrated cracks and crevices, causing them to expand and let in more water. Remember, water bursts a frozen pipe indoors and can do the same to blocked downpipes outside.

  

  Blockages, such as leaves, twigs and birds’ nests can cause water to sit in the gutters for long periods of time instead of racing away as is intended. Settlement of the house may mean that gutters, originally sloping to allow water to escape, no longer do so.

  Leaky overflows, if they have persisted for a long time, will usually make a stain on the wall or the ground below. In winter a leaky overflow may produce a deadly patch of ice. Check the tank!

  Walls

  Look for horizontal or vertical distorting, eroded mortar between brickwork, cracked rendering, missing tiles or other cladding, soil or other obstructions covering the damp-proof course, blocked airbricks. Sulphates in some kinds of brick (and in chimney soot) can cause mortar, rendering and concrete to expand and crack. Areas looking damp when the rest of the wall has dried may indicate where old bricks, which have become porous, are located.

  Doors and windows

  Check for severe distortion and paint or varnish in bad condition (plastic frames and some metal frames may not need painting). Ferrous metals and most woods must be protected from the weather. Look for gaps between frames and walls and cracked putty round windowpanes. Clear drip grooves under sills, which are designed to allow water to drip harmlessly off the edge. When blocked or bridged, water will penetrate where the sill joins the wall.

  Woodwork

  All external woodwork should be weatherproofed, usually with paint, varnish or preservative. Most problems are easy to spot. Bodged repairs never last. It’s far better to get the job done properly. Check for wet rot—usually apparent from the ‘sponginess’ of the wood, which may also break away very easily. This rot must be treated because it will spread or lead to dry rot—which is more serious (see Rot).

  INSIDE CHECKS

  Structural distortion
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  Movement of the building may produce interior cracks in the plasterwork, distortion of door and window frames, slipped cracks in the corners of rooms (most noticeable when wallpaper looks stretched or torn). If the structure is actually sound, remedial work is mostly cosmetic. In severe cases, doors and windows will stick, glass in windows will break, and floors will slope. Changes in use of a building, heavy furniture or a whole library of books in an upstairs room will take their toll. So will changes in climate, which cause the internal timbers to expand and contract.

  Support walls

  Home ‘improvers’ sometimes knock out a wall between two small rooms, to create a larger one. Careful checks must be made to see if you are removing a support wall.

  If the joists supporting the floor above (or in the loft space) run parallel to the wall, you are probably all right. However, if they run at right angles to the wall—or travel at right angles over the wall—then you are going to have to insert a special reinforced steel joist. In some cases a support pillar may be required to give extra strength.

  When you consider that the load on this wall may include the support of a roof brace, it is easy to imagine what would happen if the wall was removed!

  Check thoroughly. A wall which is not load-bearing on the ground floor might be positioned to help carry one of the upper floors of the building.

  DAMP

  Damp conditions can be disastrous to your health, and distressing to live with. There are three main problems:

  Rising damp
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  Rising damp is caused by water soaking up from the ground into the walls. Most houses have a dampproof course to prevent this, but this barrier may be bridged on the outside (perhaps by a pile of earth), or on the inside (the plaster on the wall may have been taken down too far). In houses with cavity walls, debris may have accumulated at the bottom of the cavity.

  This problem must be checked very early on. Look for damp plaster and peeling wallpaper at or near floor level— although in severe cases there is no limit to how high the damp will rise. Skirtings, floor joists and floorboards may be damp or even rotten.

  Penetrating damp

  Penetrating damp is more likely in older homes—or at least, buildings with solid walls. Cavity walls don’t tend to favour damp penetration, unless the cavity has been bridged. A full check must be made outside to try to find the point of entry.

  Condensation

  Condensation—evident as water droplets on walls and ceilings, windows heavily laden with moisture, damp furnishings—is caused by warm, moisture-laden air coming into contact with cold, uninsulated surfaces. It is aggravated by bad ventilation. In severe cases mould may form, plaster walls may disintegrate, wood and furnishings may rot.

  
    TESTS FOR DAMPNESS

    A moisture meter, which you may be able to hire, will not only tell you if a surface is damp—it will also tell you where the greatest concentration of moisture is located. This could be invaluable if you are having trouble locating the source of the damp. The meter has two pins which penetrate the damp surface and produce a reading.

    If you can’t decide whether a surface is damp or not—perhaps it is a cold external wall or a concrete floor—tape a sheet of polythene on a selected area. If there is a lot of moisture present in that area, droplets will form on the underside of the polythene sheet.

  

  Raising the temperature in a room increases the capacity of the air to hold moisture without condensing. But it’s a major battle against cold walls and windows which need insulating. Cold pipes should be generously lagged. In the desire to cut off draughts, there is the danger of sealing all ventilation from a room (see Gas).

  Condensation also occurs when a chimney has been closed off or removed without the insertion of an airbrick, or in the roof when loft insulation is carried too far into the breathing spaces round the eaves.

  
    REMEMBER

    Just as we need fresh air to survive, good ventilation is vital to keep your home healthy. Airbricks—basically bricks with holes in—are used to vent the spaces under floors or in sealed chimney stacks. These prevent the build-up of moisture-laden air. Don’t block them!

    In rooms with high levels of condensation, such as kitchens and bathrooms, extractor fans should be employed—either on an outside wall or through a window. If neither is available it may be necessary to run ducting to a suitable escape point.

  

  
    
[image: image] WARNING

    Don’t seal off every little draught from a room, particularly if it’s regularly occupied or contains a fuel-burning appliance. Moisture build-up from human breath and burning fuel will produce condensation. Most fuel-burning appliances also produce moisture, along with carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide—which are highly poisonous, especially in concentration.

  

  ROT/INFESTATION

  [image: image]

  All woodwork, especially softwoods (which comprise a large amount of the inner framework of most houses), should not be exposed to persistent wet conditions, whatever the cause. The occasional spillage of water is harmless, but constant wetting will lay the way open for wet rot or dry rot.

  Rot

  Areas most likely to develop rot are roof timbers (either from damp penetration or condensation), bathrooms (round the bath, shower, toilet, bidet), kitchens (round the sink), window frames, door frames, floors and skirtings (particularly in the presence of rising damp).

  Dry rot is the more serious. It lives on timber, favouring damp unventilated spaces. Usually it goes undetected until it is well under way, the first sign often being a floorboard beginning to weaken. It gives off a distinctive mushroomy smell which should be noticeable in severe cases.

  The wood darkens in colour and cracks across and along the grain, producing an uneven network of squares, often with grey furry patches of mould. The wood becomes very light and crumbly. If the air is very moist round the fungus, it may produce larger fluffy whitish growths. After a year or so it produces thick bracket-like fruiting bodies with rust-red spores clearly visible.

  Dry rot is fast and deadly. It will travel across brickwork to reach unaffected timber. The spores travel well, and if they land on moist timber the whole process is accelerated.

  Wet rot needs damp wood to survive. The fungus usually only penetrates damp wood. It doesn’t spread in the same way—it’s unlikely to produce fruiting bodies indoors.

  It grows into the wet wood, softening it, and producing cracks along the grain. More than one fungus can produce wet rot, but the wood may appear lighter in colour and very fibrous, sometimes with brown strands on the surface.

  Wet rot tends to die if the wood dries out, but the path may be open for dry rot to develop.

  Any case of rot must be treated as a top priority. Affected timbers may need to be cut out and replaced. At any rate, whatever the scale of the emergency, expert help should be sought. All wood should be treated with chemicals to inhibit further mould growth, after all possible sources of damp have been eliminated. Any wood being cut out and removed should be in sealed polythene bags and disposed of finally by burning.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    New timber used for skirting boards, window frames and door frames may be ‘green wood’. Traditionally timber was seasoned before use—left for a couple of years to expand, contract or warp and adjust to atmospheric moisture. With increased demand, wood is sometimes kiln-dried to speed up the process.

    Much new wood may still be ‘green’, containing a substantial amount of water. It is quite common for such wood to rot, once installed and painted.

  

  Wood-borers

  Groups of small holes in timber, or small clouds of powdered wood falling from them, indicate the presence of wood-boring insects (see colour pages). In most cases, it is the larvae of various beetles which do the damage, tunnelling through the wood until they emerge as adult beetles.

  The main culprits in temperate climates are woodworm (common furniture beetles), which favour the sapwood of softwoods—which comprise most of the wooden structure of most houses—plus the sapwood of oak. They also have a taste for beech, birch, elm, mahogany and older-style plywood.

  Small piles of wood dust round clean 1.5–2 mm (1/16 in) holes indicate recent activity. These are the flight holes from which the adult beetles emerge after the larvae have eaten their way around the inside of the timber for about three years. The best time to treat woodworm is in the spring, before the warm weather arrives and the beetles emerge. The pupae are usually just below the surface.

  Deathwatch beetles prefer partly decayed oak and are usually found in older buildings, producing more damage and 3 mm (1/8 in) flight holes. They are quite rare.

  House longhorn beetles are also quite rare, but represent a very large family of beetles around the world—many of which can do considerable damage. The flight holes are oval, usually about 10 × 6 mm (3/8 × 1/4 in), filled with bore dust. House longhorns tend to attack the sapwood of seasoned softwoods. The larval stage can last eleven years, so by the time the flight holes appear, timbers may be ‘eaten away’ inside.

  Powder post beetles tend to inhabit timber yards and sawmills, favouring the sapwood of new hardwoods. They don’t like old wood. Their flight holes are about 1.5 mm (1/16 in) across.

  Wood-boring weevils tend to prefer decaying hard or soft wood—they are most commonly found in damp cellars and buildings close to water. Once the rot is treated the weevils tend to die out.

  In sub-tropical and tropical climates, termites are a major problem. They look like large white ants—and are often so called. They attack almost anything that contains cellulose—wood, paper, cardboard, chipboard. They don’t live in wood—they eat it or take it back to their nest, which may be underground. Attack by termites should be treated as an emergency. Chemical and biological controls are used, but termites are very determined.

  It’s common to try sheet metal at ground level to protect posts and structural timbers—but even sheet metal dampcourses don’t stop them. They can create a route through most thin substances, including metal, glass and concrete. They may even attack the sheathing of cables, causing short circuits and power failures, and make holes in piping.

  The lead cable borer in the US favours hardwoods like oak and laurel—also called ‘short circuit’, it bores into lead-lined cables. The bamboo borer, although it only breeds in tropical climates, may be exported to any location in bamboo furniture. It may attack wood in the home—not just bamboo— if conditions are favourable.

  Carpenter ants (mainly in the US) create galleries inside timbers, depositing excavated wood outside their nests. Carpenter bees bore 20 mm (3/4 in) diameter holes, which lead to large galleries which run with the grain of the wood.

  Avoiding infestation

  Woodworm, in particular, like old furniture—the thin plywood backs of wardrobes, all-plywood ‘utility’ furniture and basket work. Treat any secondhand or imported furniture before installing it in your home as a matter of course. Treat all timbers if there has been any evidence of attack. Treat all new wood that is brought into the house. Don’t store lots of old furniture or wood in the loft.

  
    WOOD PRESERVATIVES/INSECTICIDES

    [image: image]

    Protective clothing (including boots, gloves, filter mask and goggles) MUST be worn when applying fungicides, insecticides and preservatives. They—and the fumes given off by them—are toxic for up to a week after application. During this period:

    [image: image] Do NOT smoke or use naked flames near chemicals or treated areas— keep a fire extinguisher nearby

    [image: image] Turn off gas pilot lights in treated areas

    [image: image] Turn off electricity or isolate circuits in the area by removing fuses for at least 48 hours

    [image: image] Temporarily remove loft insulation and securely cover water tanks for at least two weeks, if treatment is in loft

    [image: image] Protect any rubber cables close to timber to be treated with sealer (shellac)—or cover with polythene sheet

    [image: image] If spraying, use a coarse spray, rather than a fine mist

    [image: image] Keep area well ventilated

    [image: image] Do NOT sleep in a treated area and try to avoid any use for at least a week after application—longer if possible

    [image: image] Do not eat, drink or smoke during treatment

    [image: image] Take a shower or bath immediately after finishing the work

    See DIY/CRAFT HAZARDS: Protective clothing

  

  The main object of treatment is to safeguard the main structural timbers of the house—the roof timbers and floor joists. Treatment is a hazardous process. Don’t hesitate to contact experts to deal with large infestations.

  Rotting wood—fences, outbuildings and piles of timber— may harbour any number of wood pests. Some pests don’t travel very far—others will seek out certain timbers. DON’T allow a large amount of wood to rot near your house—even fungal spores may spread.

  Shipping furniture around the world seems a very likely way of introducing new pests to a country. This has already happened with several of the species listed.

  Termites (in sub-tropical and tropical climates) may initially make their presence known in fences and outbuildings. DON’T wait for them to discover your house. If you see evidence of attack, or large ‘white ants’, the time has come to act.

  ASBESTOS

  Asbestos is now considered a dangerous mineral. Inhalation of the tiny fibres (thousands would fit into a millimetre cube) may eventually lead to:

  Asbestosis: a scarring of the lung tissue, leading to restricted breathing and sometimes death.

  Mesothelioma: a form of cancer affecting the lining of the abdomen or chest. It is usually fatal and has been linked to exposure to asbestos dust.

  Lung cancer: although smoking is considered the primary cause of lung cancer, reports suggest that exposure to asbestos increases the risk considerably.

  
    REMEMBER

    Not even a small piece of asbestos, such as a simmering mat for a stove, should be thrown into the wastebin. Waste disposal carts often crunch up rubbish and this would release fibres into the air. Dampen asbestos and double-wrap in polythene bags. Consult local government health departments for instructions on safe disposal locally.

  

  Types of asbestos

  Most old asbestos looks greyish in colour, but in fact there are three main types: brown, blue and white—white being the most common. Blue and brown have most often been linked with illness and are seldom used now. To be on the safe side, treat ALL forms as extremely dangerous, with NO ‘safe’ level for exposure to dust and fibres.

  Common uses for asbestos

  [image: image] Oven gloves

  [image: image] Old fire blankets, fire gloves

  [image: image] Toasters, hairdryers, irons

  [image: image] Tumbledryers

  [image: image] Insulation round hot water pipes

  [image: image] Ironing board iron rests

  [image: image] Wall cladding

  [image: image] Roofing

  [image: image] Guttering, downpipes, flues

  [image: image] Simmering pads

  [image: image] Car brake linings and underseals

  [image: image] Fire doors

  [image: image] Old electrical storage heaters

  [image: image] Old textured wall and ceiling coatings

  [image: image] Ceiling tiles

  [image: image] Flooring

  What to do

  Sheet asbestos in good condition under layers of paint is best left where it is. Asbestos is at its most dangerous when friable (flaky and crumbly)—as is often the case with oven door seals and pipe insulation. NEVER drill, saw, sand or scrub asbestos. ALWAYS keep an eye open for signs of wear and tear. You should NEVER attempt large-scale removal yourself. Call an expert for advice.

  
    IF YOU MUST TACKLE SMALL-SCALE REMOVAL

    [image: image] Keep other people away

    [image: image] Wear disposable mask, overalls (preferably disposable), rubber or washable boots and disposable gloves

    [image: image] Wet asbestos

    [image: image] Do NOT use power tools—cut slowly by hand

    [image: image] Remove as large pieces as possible—the less it breaks up the better

    [image: image] Put all pieces in at least two heavy-duty plastic bags and mark clearly: DANGER! ASBESTOS DUST! DO NOT INHALE!

    [image: image] Clean up with a damp cloth and put cloth and disposable clothing in same bag before closing

    [image: image] Wash non-disposable clothing

    [image: image] Shower, washing all over including your hair

  

  PUTTING THINGS RIGHT

  [image: image]

  House repairs take time and money, quite apart from the upheaval and stress that may be caused. Try to think, during every day of major work, that—if done properly—many jobs may not need doing again in your lifetime. Bodged repairs will only lead to more work, more stress and more expenditure.

  Outdoor maintenance may not seem as rewarding as tackling interior decoration—but it is much more important. You may find yourself redecorating very soon if you haven’t had a proper job done on a leaky roof, or had rotten wood removed and made good.

  Priorities

  Give priority to making the house watertight—bad weather may force this decision upon you. Whatever the weather, treat the following as urgent:

  [image: image] Serious cracks in walls, rendering

  [image: image] Defects in the roof

  [image: image] Rising damp, wet rot, dry rot

  [image: image] Problems with gutters, downpipes or external drainage

  [image: image] Unsafe chimney stacks

  Inside: Do something about:

  [image: image] Faulty or inadequate electrical systems

  [image: image] Leaky, bodged plumbing and heating systems

  [image: image] Inadequate lighting on stairs and changes of floor level

  [image: image] Ventilation

  [image: image] Blocked or damaged chimneys and flues

  Annual inspections

  Once a year, or immediately after a bad storm or very high winds, check the condition of the roof. Look for loose tiles and slates, displaced flashings where roofs abut a wall or round the base of the chimney, blocked gutters and downpipes, signs of water penetration through walls and ceilings, deteriorating external woodwork, blocked airbricks.

  
    REMEMBER

    When large-scale remedial work is undertaken it may be your chance to make major improvements to your home. Bear in mind that you are likely to need planning permission for certain types of building work.

  

  
    BASIC SERVICES

    Every house is different, as is every lifestyle, but most homes rely on water supplies, electricity, gas, oil, or solid fuels. Remember it is your home and you are in control. All the basic services, while making life easier or more comfortable, can also be sources of great danger.

    You SHOULD know where to go in your home to turn off any or all of the supplies—both for routine maintenance and in the case of emergency. DON’T wait until the storage tank in the loft overflows and brings down a ceiling. DON’T allow someone to be asphyxiated by gas before checking that a gas appliance is correctly installed.

    It is NOT enough to know where the levers or stopcocks are. Check that you can operate them and that they do the job they are supposed to do. It is not impossible that someone has, at some time, bypassed a meter or rerouted a supply for convenience. The stopcock on the water inlet may NOT completely turn off all the water in the house. CHECK! When you switch off the electricity, is ALL the power off?

    If you are in any doubt about the efficiency of the controls, or if they are very hard to get at, get them sorted out.

    In a multi-occupied dwelling, some of the shared services may have only one turn-off point. Is it accessible to you at any time—day or night? If not, consider having your own controls installed. This is obviously vital in the case of gas or electricity.

  

  ELECTRICITY

  [image: image]

  Most of us take electricity completely for granted. We flip a switch and a light comes on. We want toast, and pop the bread in the toaster. We want food quickly and microwave ovens offer just that. There is an electrical gadget for every job, and the demand on domestic supplies is enormous.

  In most houses, particularly older ones, the supply is barely up to the demand. More and more sockets are added—or worse, people start overloading sockets and adding make-do extension leads.

  There are two hazards which must always be remembered when dealing with electricity—FIRE and ELECTROCUTION. Almost half of all domestic fires, some causing loss of life, are caused by electrical faults. Electrocution is less common, but still claims hundreds of lives every year.

  Most common-sense precautions will protect you from both hazards. Because electricity is so dangerous, it is well worth understanding as much about it as possible.

  INTRODUCTION

  Electricity existed in nature before man ever thought of generating it himself and using it to his advantage. Lightning is probably the most violent and dangerous manifestation—although simple ‘static’ produced when combing your hair or the charge built up in garments during tumbledrying is also electricity. Most of us have walked across a man-made-fibre carpet and then touched something, only to receive a jolt of pain in the fingertips. This is a minor electric shock.

  Even the human body is operated by tiny electrical impulses sent through the brain, nerves and muscles. This is partly why electrocution is so serious.

  Man-made electricity is only useful to us when it is channelled through an appliance. When current flows through a lightbulb, the filament glows. When connected to an electric motor, the motor turns. In all appliances heat is generated—and a magnetic field. The heat may be a problem, although adequate ventilation and careful use of appliances should take care of this. Sometimes the heat generated is the whole point—as in an electric fire.

  The magnetic field is usually too small to matter, unless you live in close proximity to a group of pylons or a generating station, when the powerful magnetic field may have a damaging effect on your health.

  The circuit

  Think of electricity as energy being pushed under pressure along a wire. The electric current flows because the pressure is greater on the side it enters an appliance—the live wire—than on the side where it leaves the appliance—the neutral wire.

  The electric current moves in a circuit. If that circuit is broken, it cannot flow. By switching off a switch or unplugging an appliance, you are breaking the circuit.

  The supply of electricity you receive flows from the incoming mains, through your meter and fuse box/consumer unit, along the fixed cables which are (usually) hidden in the walls, ceiling and floors. Via socket and plug or lampholder, the current flows through the live wire to the appliance, causes the appliance to do whatever it does, and then returns to the mains supply again down the neutral wire.

  
    [image: image] The live wire—in some countries—is known as the active, positive or hot wire. The earth—especially in the US—is called the ground.

  

  Conductors/insulators

  The current flows through some substances more easily than through others. Substances which allow electricity to flow are called conductors. Most metals are conductors—copper, brass and aluminium are commonly used for wiring.

  Substances which resist or prohibit the flow of electricity are called insulators. Most non-metals fall into this category— but in practice the most common insulators are plastics, rubber and ceramic.

  For these reasons most domestic wiring is copper, which is a good conductor and flexible enough to work with. It is sheathed in waterproof plastic to restrict the flow of electricity to the copper.

  Test of strength

  Conductors have to be thick enough to take the amount of current passing through them. Generally, the stronger the current, the thicker the conductor has to be. The longer the run of cable, the thicker too. DON’T expect a thin cable used for wiring a battery-operated doorbell to carry a full-strength mains current. The wire will heat up, melting the insulating plastic coating and then melting itself at the weakest point—possibly starting a fire in the process!

  Trying to pass a heavy current in this way is causing the wire to act like a fuse (see Fuses). It is also the principle of the light bulb—but the filament does not burn out because air, which is needed for combustion, is excluded from the bulb.

  High voltages

  Very high voltages carried in overhead cables are insulated by the air. Ceramic insulators are used to protect the pylons and the points at which the current comes down to earth. The currents carried may be as high as 400,000 volts, and are reduced at substations to be used domestically.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    Although air is a good insulator, very high voltages can ‘arc’ across quite a gap (up to 18 m/60 ft). Never fool around near overhead cables with a kite or a carbon-fibre fishing rod. You could quite easily bring the power down into your body and kill yourself.

  

  Earthing/grounding

  Electricity always wants to return to earth. This process of ‘earthing’ is what happens when you receive an electric shock from an appliance, or from a live wire. The electricity is trying to return to earth through you. The human body is not a very good conductor, but so strong is the tendency for electricity to earth itself, it will take any route offered to it. Effectively, you form a circuit.

  Wearing rubber boots, which cut off the route to earth and therefore break the circuit, should protect you. Standing on wet ground makes you a more efficient circuit and is therefore deadly.

  For this reason, mains circuits and most appliances carry a third wire (apart from the live and the neutral)—the earth wire. In appliances, particularly those with metal casings, the earth wire will be fixed to the inside of the casing. It is intended to offer a swifter route to earth for the electricity than you do— thereby protecting you. In reality, it does more to protect the appliance—the fuse does more to protect you (see Fuses).

  
    REMEMBER

    The earthing of your domestic wiring is designed to save your life and prevent fires. Do NOT tamper with it or disconnect it. It is advisable to have your earth checked every few years or after work has been done on your wiring.

  

  The electricity should pass down the earth wire to the socket. The socket is connected to the mains supply, which is also earthed. All the earth wires on the domestic circuit should run to one heavy earth cable at the meter. It used to be quite common for the mains supply’s earth to be connected to the water pipes to guarantee a quick and easy journey for the electricity, but the introduction of plastic plumbing has rendered this method unreliable. You will still find that water and gas pipes are earthed to protect anyone touching part of these systems should any part of the electrical wiring come into contact with either of them.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING

    Plastic plumbing is becoming more common. This is not effective as a means of earthing your domestic electricity. If all or even part of your plumbing has been replaced with plastic, your mains supply may no longer be earthed. CHECK!

  

  ELECTROCUTION

  [image: image]

  It is VITAL to understand electrocution, and what to do if it occurs. Through touching an appliance which has become ‘live’ or by touching a live wire, the current is carried through the body. Since many materials, including water and even urine, are effective conductors, it is possible to receive a shock without realizing that you are in any immediate danger.

  It is quite safe to touch properly-insulated wiring in dry conditions, but use electrical screwdrivers with properly insulated handles and stand on non-conductive surfaces—a rubber mat will do, or thick rubber boots. Do NOT touch or lean on pipes or scaffolding as there is a possibility that these could give the current an earth again.

  A shock is very painful and frightening. The effects and seriousness depend on the circumstances and the individual. If the body is wet, or in wet conditions, a shock is more likely to be fatal. Most fatal shocks at domestic voltage happen when the current passes from one hand to the other—and therefore through the heart. Expect any of the following:

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    If someone is electrocuted by extremely high voltages from overhead cables, do not even get close to them. If you attempt to sever the contact with a ‘non-conductor’ such as a stick or a piece of clothing, the current will ‘jump’ the gap. Call for help.
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          SAVE A LIFE!

          ELECTROCUTION

        
      

    

    You must act quickly. If someone else is with you, they should call an ambulance while you apply first aid

    [image: image] CHECK! Is current still flowing?

    [image: image] DON’T touch victim or source of current CHECK! Is there water about? You may be at risk

    [image: image] SWITCH OFF at consumer unit or socket OR Pull victim free with leather belt, dry towel, stick

    Knock victim’s hand free with a stick IF victim is dry, grasp clothing WITHOUT touching body

    If victim has fallen there may be other injuries—don’t move the person unless you have to

    IS VICTIM BREATHING? IS HEART BEATING?

    If not breathing: Give artificial respiration—either mouth-to-mouth or mouth-to-nose. DON’T GIVE UP!

    If heart not beating: Check for pulse. Victim may look ‘blue’, especially round lips. Give cardiac compression.

    If not breathing AND heart not beating: Give six compressions alternated with two lung inflations.

    If you have help: One person concentrates on breathing, the other on the heart.

    WHEN BREATHING AND HEARTBEAT ARE OK

    Place victim in recovery position.

    BURNS

    As soon as possible—at once, if there is more than one first-aider, reduce the temperature of the burns with cold water/ice. If working alone, attend to the heart and breathing first.

  

  [image: image] Muscle spasms which cause the victim to grip the source of current. You must NOT touch the victim or the source of the current—you will also receive a shock. You MUST sever the contact with a non-conductor—a leather belt, a stick, a piece of furniture, a piece of clothing (avoiding body contact)

  [image: image] The person may have fallen and hurt themselves, or may fall when the current is broken

  [image: image] The heart may have stopped beating

  [image: image] Breathing may have stopped

  [image: image] Severe muscle spasms have been known to break bones

  [image: image] There may be severe burns

  [image: image] The victim may be unconscious or even ‘dead’ (but revivable with urgent medical attention)

  Don’t take chances

  If someone has received a shock, especially if they have lost consciousness as a result, they should have an immediate medical check-up. Even if the victim appears well, they should be kept warm and quiet until the effects of the shock have definitely passed.

  Burns, even when the shock does not appear to have other adverse effects, may be quite deep. Reduce the temperature as quickly as possible. Seek medical attention.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    If you attempt to work on any part of a domestic circuit, then the whole circuit must be rendered harmless at the consumer unit. If you have a fuse box, take the fuse out and keep it in your pocket. That way you definitely KNOW no one will switch the current back on while you are working. DON’T play games with electricity. DON’T take chances with electricity. DON’T GUESS. If a problem develops, go to the meter/consumer unit/fuse box and turn off the supply.

  

  No earth wire?

  Not every appliance has an earth wire. You can see from the flex (especially when connecting a plug) if there is only a live and a neutral wire.

  Older lighting circuits were rarely earthed. This was because it was considered unlikely that people would regularly touch ceiling fittings.

  Some appliances have plastic casings which cannot become live, or may claim to be ‘double insulated’. Such appliances rarely have an earth wire.

  With appliances which have no earth wire, or which claim to be ‘double insulated’, make very sure you use the recommended fuse, both in the plug for the appliance and at the fuse box/consumer unit by the meter.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    On domestic lighting circuits which do not include on earth wire, be very careful when using metal light fittings. If a fault develops, you are NOT protected. Always turn off the switch when changing the bulb. Put a piece of tape over the switch to avoid someone else turning on the light from habit when entering the room. To be completely safe, turn off the power at the fuse box/consumer unit (or remove the fuse until you have changed the bulb).

  

  
    NON-EARTHED SYSTEMS

    Remote areas may receive mains power on a non-earthing system, whereby current trying to run to earth is fed back into the mains along the neutral wire. These systems are rare and are governed by strict regulations. Do NOT attempt to make changes to the system yourself, unless you are a qualified electrician. This system is sometimes known as a protective multiple earth.

  

  WHAT THE TERMS MEAN

  Current is the rate of flow of electricity, and is measured in amperes, known as amps (usually seen as A).

  Voltage is the pressure difference between the live and neutral wires (usually expressed as volts or V).

  The resistance of an appliance to the flow of electricity, or the amount it impedes the flow (impedance), is measured in ohms (usually Ω).

  Watts (W) are used to measure the power consumption of an appliance. Actually the number of watts indicates the amount of electrical energy the appliance consumes in a set period of time. This sounds complicated, until you remember that a 15 W lamp is pretty much at the lower end of the scale. It doesn’t get very hot or glow very brightly. A 100 W lamp gives out a lot of light and heat, using more electrical energy. An electric fire with one straight radiant element is likely to be 1000 W (1k W). Most of the electrical energy is turned into considerable heat to make the fire effective.

  Simple maths

  You may be unsure about the power rating of an appliance, but in practice most electrical equipment is well-labelled to tell you the voltage, impedance or power consumption. Often the instruction booklet gives you more information.

  If you know two of the values, it is possible to calculate the third:

  W = V × A indicates the consumption of power

  A = W ÷ V indicates a safe fuse or flex rating

  AC/DC

  When voltage is expressed on an appliance as, say, 240 V, it’s quite usual to see the letters AC immediately following. This refers to the type of supply.

  Electricity is produced by a conductor (usually a coil of copper) rotating in a magnetic field. This process produces what appears to be a steady current, but one half of each revolution produces a positive charge, the other results in a negative charge. The current alternates between positive/negative at approximately 50 times a second, in Britain. This is called alternating current—AC.

  Direct current (DC) does not alternate positive/negative— and is usually achieved by electronically rectifying the alternating current. In some situations a DC current is necessary— usually in industry. DC current is often used for controlling motors, lifts, trains and underground trains. Many motorized household appliances convert AC to DC—including turntables, some food mixers and some fans.

  DOMESTIC SUPPLIES

  [image: image]

  Electricity for domestic use is not supplied at the same voltage throughout the world. This doesn’t really matter unless you intend to travel with electrical equipment. There may even be regional variations within a country. There are adaptors and transformers available to enable electrical equipment to be used safely. These step up or decrease the voltage accordingly. You should find out in advance if this is likely to be a problem—KNOW YOUR DESTINATION!

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    If an appliance designed for a higher voltage is plugged into a lower power supply, it probably won’t work—or will operate at reduced speed and efficiency. Plugging in an appliance into too high a power supply may result in overheating, fire or explosion. DON’T GUESS!

  

  Major differences

  Power supplies, electrical sockets and plugs vary the world over. In the UK and Australia, for example, voltages are very similar and both use three-pin plugs. The important difference is that plugs are not fused in Australia—whereas they always are in the UK. In the US, not only is the voltage lower, but plugs are two-pin and unfused. Switches on lamps may be turn buttons, not rocker switches or press buttons. Room switches may operate in the opposite direction to the UK. ‘Up’ may be ON, while ‘down’ is OFF. All could lead to confusion and mistakes could be dangerous.

  If travelling or emigrating, be aware of national variations. KNOW YOUR DESTINATION!

  Types of domestic circuit

  The electricity supply enters a premises through a sealed service fuse box (to which only the electricity company has access), passes through the meter (which records the current used) and travels through a set of fuses, before being distributed about the building.

  Very old systems had separate fuses for each outlet. Power (socket) and lighting circuits, even quite recently, had separate fuse boxes. A messy fuse board may indicate old, messy or dangerous wiring.

  A modern system usually has a single fuse box, or consumer unit, linked to a smaller number of circuits, with each circuit protected by a fuse or circuit-breaker. Each appliance is protected by a fuse in its plug. Alternatively the actual socket (or special switch) may also be fused.

  Heavy cable is used to serve a number of outlets, which are usually arranged as a ring—starting and ending at the consumer unit. This is known as a ring main.

  A less-common domestic arrangement—a radial circuit— passes the current from one outlet to another, but ends at the last outlet.

  Spurs or extensions may have been taken off either of these types of circuit at any point, to serve another outlet.

  Special circuits may be run off to serve rooms such as kitchens, where demand for power is high, or for individual appliances such as cookers. It is unlikely that you will overload a circuit, unless you use a lot of demanding equipment such as electrical heaters.

  Power limits

  A 13-amp socket will be able to supply up to, but not more than, 3000 watts power if safely and correctly installed. Most ring mains carry a fuse of 30 amps. This should tolerate a total load of 7200 watts—on the whole circuit.

  The following box should help you work out if you are within safe limits:

  
    POWER CONSUMPTION

    [image: image]

    Here are some approximate ratings for different types of appliance. The information is designed to be for rough guidance only. Most appliances will have information/specific ratings marked on them. CHECK!

    [image: image] Low-rated appliances—5 to 50 watts

    Bedside clocks, clock radios, answering machines, electric razors, personal computers

    [image: image] Up to 125 watts

    Televisions, fridges, hi-fi equipment, video recorders, low-rated food mixers, (most) plug-in lamps

    [image: image] 200 to 350 watts

    Medium-rated food mixers, do-it-yourself equipment such as circular saws and jigsaws, low-rated electric drills, sanders, very low-rated lawnmowers, freezers, very low-rated vacuum cleaners, low-rated hairdryers

    [image: image] Up to 1250 watts

    More-powerful food mixers, vacuum cleaners, lawn mowers, hairdryers and electric drills, plus microwave ovens, coffee makers, irons, low-rated toasters, low-rated electric heaters

    [image: image] Up to 2500 watts

    More-powerful electric heaters, fan heaters, tumbledryers, washing machines, low-rated ovens, low-rated kettles

    [image: image] Over 2500 watts

    Powerful electric heaters and fan heaters, ovens, powerful kettles

    
      [image: image] Even from this list you can see that a 13-amp socket could not be used with an adaptor to take a 3000-watt kettle with ANY other appliance. The socket would be overloaded.

    

  

  
    THREE-PHASE POWER

    With apparatus, or even an entire installation, that creates a very heavy demand for electricity, three-phase power is commonly used. Generally speaking, this makes available three times the 240 volt (AC) supply. The three phases are balanced so that they are used equally, and in most cases separately fused and arranged so that the alternations of each supply are ‘out of sync’ with one another.

    The commonest uses of three-phase power are kilns, hoists (reversible motors), factories, photographic/film studios, workshops, schools, hospitals and other large buildings with a high number of rooms, sockets and lights.

    ADDED DANGER

    Three-phase equipment should be regularly checked for safety. In large buildings it should be arranged so that you can never come into contact with more than one phase at a time. To do so could result in a shock of 415 volts. Usually three phases are each assigned different tasks—NOT one phase to sockets, one to lights etc—so the risk of making contact with more than one phase is eliminated. In most cases the three phases each feed an equal number of rooms.

    NO NEUTRAL WIRE?

    Three-phase motors usually have no neutral wire. The motor is fed by all three phases, and the consumption is balanced so that there is no power to be returned via a neutral wire.

    
      
[image: image] WARNING


      Never attempt any work on a three-phase circuit, unless qualified to do so. You would be risking a shock of 415 volts.

    

  

  FUSES

  [image: image]

  When a wire carries a current, heat is generated. If the current is high and the wire is too thin to cope with it, the wire will get hot—and probably ‘burn out’ or melt.

  A fuse is a deliberate ‘weak link’. If the current rises (usually because a fault has developed) above the intended limit for a fuse, the fuse wire gets very hot, melts and breaks the circuit. This may be caused by:

  [image: image] Electricity leaking to earth, either directly, or through the earth wire. The earthed metal casing of an appliance may have become live and the current is returning to earth. This causes an increase in the current because there’s no resistance.

  
    REPLACING A FUSE

    [image: image]

  

  The live and earth wires may have touched in a faulty plug or socket. Spilled water or another conductor may have formed a new connection.

  [image: image] Similarly, live and neutral wires may have become connected either directly or through a fault in an appliance.

  [image: image] Too heavy a load may have been placed on a circuit—perhaps too many high-powered appliances have been connected to it. The fuse won’t allow the circuit to be endangered by too much current passing through it.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    When a fault develops and a fuse ‘blows’, a dangerous amount of heat may have been generated in an appliance, a plug or a socket. Check the circuit for signs of overheating.

  

  When a fuse ‘blows’

  First check the fuse in the plug or socket. The easiest way to check them is to replace them, since a ‘blown’ fuse may not look any different from a good one.

  If these are working, go to the fuse box/consumer unit and check the fuse there or press the reset button (see Replacing a fuse).

  It’s usually more obvious when a fuse has blown at the fuse box (if you know which outlets are on a circuit) because a whole circuit will be rendered inoperative. If a light on one floor’s lighting circuit blows a fuse, then all the other lights on that circuit will go out.

  Replacing a fuse

  If you know that switching on a light or a particular piece of equipment has blown a fuse, switch it off before attempting to replace the fuse. If a circuit fuse has blown, test something else in the socket to make sure that the fault is not in the circuit. Check for possible obvious causes before retrying the equipment or you will just keep blowing fuses.

  An expansion fuse or ‘circuit breaker’ is enclosed and usually all you have to do to re-establish the circuit is to press the reset control button or flip a switch (E). You will often find circuit breakers on sink disposal units and other equipment which is designed for short spells of usage and can get overheated if run for too long (or are prone to jamming).

  Cartridge fuses (D), which you will find inside plugs and special sockets as well as in fuse boxes, are sealed capsules containing a fuse wire. A few are transparent and enable you to see the fuse, but most give no visible sign that they have blown. You must simply replace the fuse and if the appliance works you will know that the fuse was the problem. You can always test an appliance fuse by fitting it into the plug of equipment which you know is still operational.

  Old style fuses in a fuse box each consist of a short piece of wire between two screws or terminals, passing over or through an insulated pad. You will sometimes see that the middle of the wire has melted. If it looks complete, try lifting it with your screwdriver. Replace by fitting another piece of fuse wire of correct value between screws or terminals (A, B and C).

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    Always use the correct value of fuse in a plug for an appliance, or at the main fuse box. Don’t simply copy the fuse you found there. It may not have been the correct fuse.

  

  Fuse ratings for appliances

  Using the correct fuse is VITAL. The lower-rated fuses, such as 3-amp, are used in the plugs of appliances with low power consumption. They are intended to ‘blow’ more easily, protecting delicate equipment. Using a fuse of a higher rating may allow a fault to cause overheating, possibly starting a fire.

  On a 240 volt supply, 3-amp fuses are used for appliances up to 750 watts—this includes computers, televisions, clock radios and fridges.

  A 5-amp fuse is suitable for appliances which consume 760–1000 watts. A 10-amp fuse suits appliances 1000–2000 watts. Above this and up to 3000 watts maximum, a 13-amp fuse is safe.

  
    RCDs/RCBs/ELCBs

    Residual current devices (also called residual current breakers and earth leakage circuit breakers) come in various forms. Some plug into a socket, and the appliance is then plugged into them; some may be fitted into an extension cable; some replace sockets altogether; or they may be part of the consumer unit. If anything goes wrong with the current, such as a sudden leak to earth (which might be you getting a severe shock!), they instantly cut the power and need to be reset. They are very responsive and are designed to give you protection, in addition to that given by fuses and earthing. ELCBs were so called because they respond to even small leakage of current to earth—a leakage which might not blow a fuse.

    RCDs are VITAL life insurance. Users of power tools, electrical gardening equipment or kitchen gadgets where liquid is involved should ALWAYS use RCDs. If upgrading your domestic wiring, consider installing these safety devices on the whole system.

  

  Any electrical dealer or electrician will be able to advise you on the correct fuse ratings. Often the appliance is labelled, or the instruction manual will indicate the amount of power consumed by the appliance. (For a general guide only, see Power consumption.)

  Main circuit fuses

  On a 240-volt supply, and especially on special circuits for cookers, showers and storage heaters, the correct fuses MUST be used. In general, these are:

  Immersion water heater: 15–20 amp

  Lighting circuits: 5 amp

  Ring power (socket) circuits: 30 amp

  Radial power (socket) circuits: 20–30 amp

  Showers: 30 amp

  Oven (up to 12 kW): 30 amp

  Oven (over 12 kW): 45 amp

  Storage heaters: 20 amp

  
    REMEMBER

    Always keep a flashlight near your electricity meter. If it is in a dark cupboard, this will help you see what you’re doing. If you need to switch off the power at night, you will need to avoid fumbling around. DON’T use a candle if the fuse box/consumer unit is near your gas meter!

  

  CABLES/FLEXES

  [image: image]

  Live, neutral and earth wires are colour-coded for identification to make sure that the correct electrical connections are made. Unfortunately, colour coding is not standard around the world, but it is beginning to be. This can never take account of strange ‘bodged’ wiring jobs people may have created.

  Main circuit wiring (cable)

  Old rubber sheathing is still common and should be treated with suspicion. Rubber degrades with age and crumbles. But even modern wiring (on supply cables) will have a red live, a black neutral and a green-and-yellow earth. In practice, the earth wire is often unsheathed in the centre of the cable. Special green-and-yellow sheathing is sold for you to cut to length, to sleeve sections of the earth which are exposed when making connections. DON’T use spare pieces of black or red sheathing. DON’T use electrical insulating tape.

  Appliance wiring (flex)

  The live is always brown, the neutral is always blue, the earth is always green-and-yellow (when there is an earth wire).

  Old appliances—which should really be rewired and updated by an expert (or discarded)—will probably have a red live, a black neutral and a green earth. If the wires are old, the colours of the sheathing may have faded or discoloured. DO NOT GUESS! Old rubber insulation is, by now, not safe.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    When connecting wiring with screw fittings, DON’T over tighten the screws. To do so may sever individual strands of multi-stranded flex. These may become dislodged and form an unwanted and dangerous connection. With cable or singlestranded flex, over tightening the screw may flatten (or even sever) the wire. Heavily-flattened wire may act like a fuse, with a reduced capacity for carrying current. It can overheat, may burn out and may start a fire.

  

  Types of domestic cable

  On a 240-volt supply, the lighting circuits are generally formed by 1.0 mm2 twin-and-earth (a plastic casing housing three single-strand wires—one sheathed red, one black and one unsheathed) Each wire is about 1 mm in diameter.

  The power cable for the main power (socket) circuits is very similar, but of a heavier weight.

  On special circuits for ovens, electrical heating installations or shower heaters, even thicker cables may be used.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    No mains wiring alterations or installations should be attempted by anyone who is not qualified to do so. Because of the dangers, in some countries such as Australia, severe restrictions are imposed on the type of electrical work that you can do yourself.

  

  Types of flex

  Flexes may contain two sheathed wires—brown (live) and blue (neutral)—in an outer casing OR three wires, if a yellow-and-green earth wire is included. Sometimes a thin two-core flex may have no outer casing—but this is only really suitable for wiring battery-operated doorbells.

  Most flexes, inside the internal coloured sheathing, are made up of several thin strands of wire, which gives the flex FLEXibility. When stripping the sheathing from the ends, for wiring a plug, take care not to sever individual strands. Losing one or two may not matter, but if you lose too many the current-bearing capacity of the wire is reduced at that point. This could cause overheating—or even fire.

  When you buy flex, ask the dealer which is the correct one for a particular appliance. There is a rising scale of thickness to cope with different power consumptions. The flex is usually marked with its recommended maximum load.

  When using longer flexes—perhaps an extension lead to a garden tool—you will need a thicker cable to cope with the voltage drop over the distance.

  If the flex needs to withstand a lot of movement and handling (an iron, a power tool, a hairdryer), a heavier flex should be used than is suggested by the power consumption.

  For pendant light fittings, the flex needs to be heavy enough to support the lampshade, even if only a 25-watt lamp is used. NEVER expect a heavy pendant fitting to be carried by the flex alone. A chain, or similar, must be anchored into a joist above the ceiling. The flex is for carrying power—not weight.

  
    REMEMBER

    Always use the flex grips on plugs to hold the flex. Make sure ALL the flex, including the outer sheath, is held. NEVER pull plugs out of their sockets by the flex.

  

  
    MISWIRING A PLUG

    [image: image]

    DANGER! Miswiring a plug, by swapping the live and neutral wires, is extremely dangerous. The fuse in the plug is totally ineffective, because the live wire is not connected to it.

    Normally, what happens when a table lamp (for instance) is switched off, is that the switch breaks the circuit—stopping the live current at the switch. When the live and neutral wires are swapped, the switch effectively breaks the neutral wire and the lamp appears to behave correctly—by going off. However, all you have done is to cut off the return path for the electricity, so that the current cannot flow.

    THE LAMPHOLDER IS STILL LIVE! A slip when changing the bulb could lead to ELECTROCUTION.

  

  Old wiring

  Wiring circuits should be checked at least every 20 years. Old wiring can be recognized by primitive bakelite plugs and fittings, fabric-covered flex hanging from ceiling fittings and more than one fuse box.

  In Britain two-pin sockets and plugs should be replaced with modern three-pin 13-amp fittings, when rewiring is done. Replacing the sockets alone is not good enough.

  
    
[image: image] WARNING


    Keep all flexes and leads as short as possible. Many falls and accidents are caused by tripping over trailing flexes! Taping cable to the floor is a temporary safety measure, but you should consider installing new sockets where you actually want to use the equipment.

  

  Adaptors

  Overloading a socket with an adaptor which can take several other plugs is NOT safe. Worse still, other adaptors may be joined on, allowing still more plugs to be fitted! Not only will you overload the socket electrically, but literally as well. The adaptor will work loose in the socket from the sheer weight of plugs and flexes. This can weaken electrical connections. Exposed pins may be touched, risking electrocution. Have you got enough sockets to avoid this?

  Extension leads

  If you have to use extension leads inside your house, either you have not got enough sockets or the arrangement of furniture and appliances means that your sockets are in the wrong positions. Multi-socket extension leads are undoubtedly safer than adaptors, but:

  [image: image] DON’T leave the lead coiled when in use. It will generate heat and possibly start a fire.

  [image: image] DON’T use the sockets if there is any sign of charring anywhere, even on the flex.

  [image: image] DON’T get portable sockets wet.

  [image: image] DON’T exceed the 3000-watt maximum that the socket on the wall could cope with.

  Extension leads that bring power from sockets to hardto-reach places like lofts or gardens, temporarily, should be made of a flex suitable for the power consumption and the length of run involved. Some cheap multi-socket extension leads have been found to be extremely dangerous. If any problem occurs, discontinue use.

  
    REMEMBER

    If you must extend the wiring on an appliance, NEVER join two wires by simply twisting the ends together—even if you bind the join with electrical insulating tape. THIS IS UNSAFE. Use proper shielded protectors or junction boxes. Even an in-line switch means that a new piece of flex could be joined on. It is preferable to fit a new longer flex. Since this means opening the appliance and tampering with it, consult an expert.
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