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HHOOMMEE  MMAAII NNTTEENNAANNCCEE  GGUUII DDEE  
 
This guide gives practical help and advice about how to 
maintain and carry out simple repairs to your home.  DIY 
isnôt easy.  Hopefully, this guide will give you the confidence 
to tackle basic home repairs and alert you to the danger of 
taking on too much before getting professional help.  
However, the more work, especially preventative, you can 
do yourself, the more money you will save in the long run.  
Where possible, we have given a contact number but, if you 
are in any doubt, please contact: 
 

Private Sector Renewal Section  
Civic Centre, Home Gardens,  

Dartford DA1 1DR  
01322 343379  
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Awareness - why?  

Your home is probably the biggest investment you will ever 
make.  It needs to be looke d after and maintained.  There 
are several things that could happen if you donôt do routine 
checks and repairs: 
Å Your house could deteriorate resulting in unhealthy or 
dangerous conditions 
Å You could damage adjoining buildings for which you may 
be liable 
Å Your house could lose some of its value 
Å The area you live in could deteriorate gradually 
 
On these pages you will find advice on: 
Å How to check your home 
Å How to maintain your home  
Å How to choose and employ contractors 
Å What to do when you need to  make an insurance claim 
Å What to do if you find something wrong with your 
contractorôs work 
Å Where to go for extra help and advice  
Å What to do in an emergency 
 
How to check your house  
Inspecting your home regularly could help you to spot a 
problem before it causes serious damage.  Such problems 
can often be put right cheaply, but if left, could end up 
being expensive. Are parts of the ground floor floors more 
springy or bouncy, especially nearer walls?  This may mean 
rotten joint ends and some joists ma y need replacing. 
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Heating - warm air can hold more 
moisture than cold air so if your 
house is heated you are less likely 
to suffer from condensation.  Warm 
air cooling in the night will still 
result in condensation, especially on 
windows during cold and wet 
weather.  Most of this will evaporate 
as heating is turned on again in the 
morning and windows are opened. 
Ventilation is the normal escape 
route for moist air.  As the air in 
your house circulates, it is drawn 
outside through open windows, 
doors, extractor fans, air bricks and 
chimneys and is replaced by fresh 
air.  If this exchange of air is 
prevented the air in the house will 
become saturated and will condense 
on the nearest cold surface. 

 
To allow air to circulate and be exchanged for fresh air y ou 
should consider some of these: 
 
Å keeping lids on pans when cooking 
Å drying clothes outside or have a pipe taking the tumble 
dryerôs moisture outside 
Å running the cold water for a bath before the hot water 
Å not using liquid paraffin or bottled gas room heaters. 
Å fit extractor fans to bathrooms and kitchens 
Å open windows in the room where airborne moisture is 
being given off  
Å keep bathroom and kitchen doors shut to prevent moist 
air circulating to the rest of the house  

Condensation on a windowpane  
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Å avoid still air pockets - areas between furniture and 
external walls  
Å curtains may trap air which will condense as temperatures 
drop.  Move furniture away from these walls for an hour or 
so as often as you can and donôt leave heavy curtains 
closed during the day. 
 
Insulating your house - loft insulation, wall insulation and 
double-glazing - will mean you keep the heat in your house 
longer, walls are warmer and the chances of damaging 
condensation are greatly reduced. 
 
Inspect the outside  
 
Á Chimney pots - are they leaning or broken?  If so, they 

may need replacing or the mortar holding them in 
place may need renewing. 
Á Chimney - is it leaning, or are there many damaged 

bricks?  If so, it may be dangerous.  
Á Bricks may need replacing; it may need repointing or 

even rebuilding. 
Á Flashings - this is the lead sheeting around chimney 

stacks and wherever your roof and brickwork meet.  
They prevent water getting in at the edge of slates or 
tiles. Have they slipped or are they missing?  If so, you 
should call a roofer to give you an estimate for sorting 
out any problems and keeping water out.  
Á Tiles or slates - are there any slipped, missing or 

broken tiles or slates?  If so, they need to be replaced 
or put back in place.  Call a roofer.  
Á Roof timbers - does the roof appear to sag? I f so, one 

or more roof timbers may need replacing or 
strengthening. 
Á Gutters and drainpipes - are they leaking, damaged or 
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overflowing?  Even a small leak will damage bricks, rot 
wood and cause damp if it is not quickly repaired.  
Á Overflow - if water is coming from these it means that 

a water pipes tank or toilet cistern ball valve is not 
working properly.  Repair it quickly before any damage 
or damp is caused. 
Á Bricks and mortar joints - are brick faces or the mortar 

joints between bricks eroded or crumbling?  Poor 
brickwork allows water to penetrate.  
Á Cracks in the walls - if cracks suddenly appear in 

mortar joints or bricks or become much worse get 
advice or ask a surveyor or structural engineer to have 
a look.  Look in the Yellow Pages under Structural 
Engineers. 
Á Timber doors - wood will rot if it is not properly 

protected with paint or stain.  Check whether the paint 
is cracked, loose or peeling. 
Á Airbricks - these help stop the floors rotting by allowing 
air underneath.  Donôt block them with soil or paving 
and make sure they are clear and clean - see timber 
floors. 
Á Damp proof course - most houses have a waterproof 

layer to stop rising damp.   Make sure that earth and 
paving are kept six inches below this or your house 
may get damp. 
Á Gullies - have they got gri ds on the top, are all the 

waste pipes pouring properly into them and are they 
emptying properly? 

 
Repairs & maintenance: DIY, builder, tradesman, 
specialist  
Whether to do a job yourself or call in someone else will 
depend on your physical ability, technical know-how, time 
available, personal finance, availability of tools and, in many 
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cases, how comfortable you feel at the top of a ladder!  
 
Chimneys, pots, flashings, tiles or slates and roof 
timbers  
Scaffolding may be required and it is easy to cause more 
damage - best left to a builder.  
 
Gutters and downpipes, bricks and mortar joints and 
painting upper storey windows  
Do it yourself if you are comfortable on a ladder or you can 
hire a tower scaffold. If not, leave it to the professionals.  
 
Airbricks, groun d floor windows and do or painting, 
maintaining gullies  and waste pipes, reducing earth 
and paving to 6 inches below the damp proof course.  
Do it yourself. 
 
Cracks in external walls, structural cracks to wall or 
ceiling plaster  
Consult a surveyor or structural engineer before you do 
anything else. Chemical damp proof course, dry rot 
treatment and woodworm treatment Consult specialist 
companies. Always get two reports and quotations. 
 
Electrical work  
If in doubt consult NICEIC registered (Domestic Installer) 
electricians and get two reports and quotations before 
agreeing work should start.  
 
Gas appliances including fires, heaters and gas 
central heating  
Get checked annually by a Corgi registered person. Any 
work required must be carried out by a CORGI registered 
person.  Get two quotations for the work.  
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Internal joinery including floors, skirtingôs, stairs, 
handrails and internal doors  
Except for minor jobs these should be left to a builder 
unless you have some  
experience. 
 
Repair and maintenance of taps, p ipe joints, wastes  
Do it yourself. 
 
Painting  
Painting external woodwork such as window frames, doors 
and fascia boards need painting or staining every three 
years to stop them rotting. Rain, frost and sunshine all 
combine to damage paint and let water into  the wood.  The 
materials you need are easily available, but even employing 
a painter is much cheaper than having to replace rotten 
woodwork.  Donôt paint wood when it is likely to rain.  The 
best time to paint a house is early or late summer.  
 
What you need to do is . . .  
Wash down the wood with warm water containing a small 
amount of washing- up liquid and rinse with clean water.  
Rub down with sandpaper wrapped around a small block of 
wood and make sure that you remove all loose paint.  
Paint stripper - if the paint comes off in long strips or is 
cracked you should use paint  remover to get down to bare 
wood -details of how t o use it will be on the bottle or tin.  
Then use a rag dipped in white spirit or turpentine to wipe 
the area down. Remember to protect your eyes and skin. 
Filling - scrape out any areas of rotten wood. Softened 
wood can be strengthened by painting with wood hardener 
such as Ronseal wood hardener.  Fill any holes or cracks 
with putty or wood filler.  
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Prime ï use wood primer paint to paint a ny areas of bare 
wood. 
Undercoat - paint throughout with undercoat paint and, 
when itôs dry, sandpaper lightly so that you just scratch the 
surface of the undercoat. 
Top coat - paint with two coats of gloss paint remembering 
not to put too much paint on th e brush.  Use special 
exterior ómicroporousô paint outside as this will last longer.  
Brush care - to save brushes from hardening when you take 
a break, put them in cold water.  When you want to use 
them again, wipe off the water and rub the brush on some 
old newspaper.  When you have finished all your painting, 
wash your brushes in white spirit or turpentine followed by 
a rinse in warm water and washing up liquid.  
Do not dispose of white spirit or turpentine through your 
drains. Put it in a sealed container and bin it.  
 
Tools, equipment and materials  
Å Sandpaper and sanding block 
Å Paint remover - if there are bad areas of paint  
Å Paint brush for applying remover ï donôt use the same 
brush for painting  
Å Paint scraper - useful for scraping off loose or flak ing 
paint 
Å White spirit or turpentine 
Å Wood Hardener and Wood Filler or putty - if there is rot, 
holes or cracks 
Å Primer paint - if there is bare wood 
Å Undercoat 
Å Gloss paint - microporous for outside 
Å Paintbrushes - half inch ones are generally best for 
windows and doors 
Å Ladder or tower scaffold for reaching upper windows. 
Å Hiring a tower scaffold will be cheaper than getting a 
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painter to do the work and safer than working from a ladder 
- about £50 - £60 a week. 
Å Masking tape - to tape newspaper to glass and prevent 
splashes. 
Å Mastic gun and mastic - if you need to seal around 
windows and doors. 

 

Sealing - the gap between the 
side of windows and doors and 
the wall can be filled to stop 
water getting in.  You can do 
this by buying tubes of ómasticô 
which you apply with a cheap 
and simple ómastic gunô.  When 
dry, it is a bit like rubber.  
 

 
Gutters and downpipes  
Repair leaking gutters before rainwater causes extensive 
damage to bricks, rots windows and causes damp.  Most 
gutter leaks are caused by one of four problems: blockages, 
holes, cracks, or sagging. 
 
Blockages  
Use a small brush and clean along the gutter.  You may find 
it easier to have a bucket tied to the ladder to put waste in.  
Putting a piece of gauze or chicken wire over the downpipe 
outlet should stop leaves getting into the downpipe.  Flush 
blocked downpipes out with a hose. 
 
Holes or cracks  
These can be repaired provided they are not too large.  On 
plastic, use a plastic sealing compound while on cast iron 
use a metal putty or fibe rglass.  Examples of such products 
are óMarley Sealtiteô, óAquaseal 88ô, óSylglass Waterproofing 

Sealing around a window with mastic  
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Tapeô and óMangers Stop-That-Leakô aerosol spray. 
 
Leaking joints  
Joints between lengths of guttering can sometimes leak 
because the rubber seal is worn or has dirt underneath.  To 
clean under or to change the seal in plastic guttering you 
unclip the gutter.  With some types of gutter you buy new 
seals but with others you replace the joints.  
 
Sagging  
If the gutter is sagging or sloping the wrong way water will 
not flow to the downpipe properly.  You will need to move 
or buy extra brackets. As there are different ways of fixing 
them look to see how the others have been done.  
 
Gullies and sinks  
To carry water away underground there are gullies and 
drains.  They take water from gutters, sinks, baths, 
showers, washbasins and waste from the toilet. 
 
Gullies  
To keep your gullies and drains working properly make sure 
that there are metal grates over the gullies, that the grates 
are not blocked with leaves.  Every three months you 
should put three large cups of washing soda crystals or half 
a bottle of strong bleach down the gullies.  Leave it 
overnight and then rinse by pouring down some buckets of 
water.  Do not breathe in any fumes given off from the 
bleach or crystals and, protect your skin.  
 
Blocked sinks  
To clear a blocked sink, block the overflow with a cloth, 
then, holding the cloth in place push a plunger up and 
down quickly over the plughole.  Alternatively, use a thin 
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wire to dislodge the obstruction.  If this does not work, 
unscrew the cleaning eye or plastic fitting under the sink 
and clean the pipe with wire from both sides.  A proprietary 
sink unblocking fluid may also be used. 
 
Drains and sewers  
Repairs to and Blockages in Drains and Sewers  
 
Advice to Householders and business owner/occupiers that 
are connected to main drainage 
  
The following is general advice, but as with most things 
there are exceptions to the rule, drainage is no different. If 
you are unsure take further advice, the Councilôs drainage 
section can be contacted at:  
 

drainage@dartford.gov.uk 
or 

telephone 01322 343255 
 
Public Sewers  
Sewage is removed from your home via a network of pipes 
which may be in public or private ownership. The large 
sewers normally situated under public highways are usually 
owned and maintained by the sewerage undertakers and 
are known as public sewers. Public sewers may also exist 
on your property if the pipe was built before 1 October 
1937 and serves more than one property.   
 
The sewerage undertaker for this area is either Thames 
(telephone 08459 200800) or Southern Water (telephone 
0845 278 0845). Any problems regarding repair, cleansing 
and maintenance involving public sewers should be referred 
to your sewerage undertaker. Generally if you receive a 
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separate sewerage account from Southern, then you should 
contact them, if you receive a combined water supply and 
sewerage account you should contact Thames.  If a sewer 
is not in public ownership then it is private.  
 
Private Sewers  
The pipes that were built after 1 October 1937 which 
connect groups of houses to the network of public sewers 
are in private ownership. Any pipe which drains a single 
property or a number of properties/buildings within the 
same curtilage is defined as a drain and is private 
regardless of when it was built.  
  
When a pipe drains two or more properties in separate 
curtilages it is a sewer. Any sewer which is not vested in the 
sewerage undertaker is a private sewer. All drains and 
private sewers are owned and maintained by the owners of 
the properties which they serve, up to the connection to the 
public sewer, even if they are situated in land which is 
outside the curtilage of those properties.  
 
The cost of relaying private sewers  
Householders are frequently confused by drainage law 
which is set out in several enactments originating in the 
19th century Public Health Acts. The purpose of this page is 
to summarise the relevant responsibilities of private 
householders.  On housing estates built after 1937 the 
whole network of drains and sewers may be in private 
ownership which would then be the joint responsibility of all 
the property owners and/or occupiers served by them. 
When major repairs are necessary and private sewers have 
to be re-laid the cost is borne by the owners of the 
properties served by those sewers in proportion to the 
benefit derived from use and not in proportion to the 
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number of properties served. Depending on the terms of 
any household insurance you may have, you may be 
covered for most of any repair  costs; it would be worth 
enquiring.  
 
Sharing the cost  
The three sample illustrations below show how the 
responsibility for certain lengths of private sewer is split. 
The cost of the repair per household is proportional to the 
length of repaired sewer serving that house and is 
calculated using a standard formula.  
 
Local Authority Powers   
Local Authorities have three main powers for dealing with 
blockages and repairs to defective private sewers and 
drains.   
 
Blocked Drains/Private Sewers  
Failing this the Council can serve a 48 hour Public Health 
Act notice. If the notice is not complied with, they may 
carry out the work themselves and reclaim the expenses 
from the person(s) concerned by apportionment of costs. 
This means that the blockage could remain in place for the 
48 hours with the extra cleaning costs and administrative 
costs added to the basic unblocking charge.  
 
Minor Repairs to Drain/Private Sewers  
The Council can serve a 7 day Public Health Act notice of 
their intention to deal with a drain, private sewer etc that 
has not been maintained and kept in good repair. It can 
recover its expenses by apportionment of costs.  
 
Defective Drains/Private Sewers  
In dealing with a major defect, affecting a large number of 



 Page 16 of 47 

houses the local authority may serve a Building Act notice 
requiring repair within 42 days. It can recover its expenses 
by apportionment of costs.  
 
Repairing brick walls  
Mortar joints hold bricks together and stop rain getting in.  
If they are soft, crumbling, cracked or are badly worn, they 
need to be repaired to pr event damp and strengthen the 
wall. 
Raking out joints - use a plugging chisel and club hammer 
to clean out the mortar to a depth of half to three quarters 
of an inch, (12 -18mm), from about a square yard or metre 
of wall at a time.  Brush the wall down to r emove dust. 
Mixing mortar - measure out one part cement, one part 
lime and six parts sand in any clean container.  You can buy 
these from a builderôs merchant or a large DIY store. Mix 
the dry materials first and slowly add water whilst still 
mixing until a firm smooth mortar is produced.  
Pointing - wet the wall by flicking water onto it, and then 
force the mortar into the joints. Wait until the mortar is a 
little stiff and then rub a piece of rough cloth along the joint 
until it is smooth and level with th e bricks.  Brush off any 
waste from the bricks when it is dry.  
Damaged bricks - if the outer face of the brick is damaged 
it is best to replace it or it may cause damp. Before starting, 
make sure you have a replacement, as older bricks are 
larger than modern ones.  Some builderôs merchants may 
have these; otherwise you will have to find someone who is 
knocking down an old wall.  To take a brick out, remove the 
mortar around it to a depth of 4 inches, 110mm, and then 
try to dislodge or break it.   
Alternatively, you can do a temporary repair by carefully 
spreading render over its surface.  Mix the render the same 
as mortar except use one part cement to four parts sand 
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and no lime. 
Airbricks ï if you have timber floors on the ground floor it is 
very important that air is allowed underneath to help 
prevent the wood from rotting.  To do this you should have 
airbricks on the outside walls near the ground.  These 
should not be blocked by paving or earth and must be kept 
clear by poking with a stick.  
 
Windows - glaz ing repair  

 

Carefully remove broken 
glazing/old putties and 
give the inside of the 
frame where the glass 
goes one coat of wood 
paint or primer.  
Check glass size - when 
you have the new piece of 
glass, check that it is the 
right size by a trial fitting.  
Take the glass out and 
then get the putty ready.  
Apart from glass, you will 
need a tub of putty and 
some panel-pins, if you 
were unable to save the 
old ones. 

 
The type of putty will depend on whether you have a wood 
or metal frame.  For a hardwood frame t hat is stained for 
instance, you will need mastic, but if you are not sure, ask 
when you buy the glass.  Take a small piece of the old 
putty or mastic with you to help identify it.  
 
Fitting the glass - take the putty and roll it in your hands 

Chiselling off the old putty  
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quickly. It i s easier to use if it is taken from the bottom of 
the tub.  Put it on a piece of newspaper and roll it with a 
knife for a few seconds to take out some of the oil.  To stop 
the putty sticking to your hands, wet them slightly. When 
you have rolled the putty,  press it into the rebate, using just 
enough for the new glass to rest against.  Now put the 
glass into the rebate and press it gently around the edges.  
 
Next put a little putty on each panel pin and press it into 
the rebate just in front of the glass.  Pl acing a hammer 
against the glass, slide it carefully to knock in the pin just 
enough to hold the glass in place.  Now take the rest of the 
putty and press it into position on the outside of the glass 
and rebate.  Remember to use the putty from the bottom o f 
the tub, and treat it as before.  
 
Finishing - using the putty on other windows as an 
example, try to get yours to match. Use a knife to smooth it 
off and get it to an arrow shape in the corner.  Then take 
off any squeezed out putty on the inside of the g lass.  
Finally, let the putty go hard and dry for about two weeks 
before painting. 
 
Services - water, gas, electricity and heating  
Turn it off. Before working on any services, make sure 
theyôre turned off 
 
Water  
To turn your water supply off . You need to find the main 
stop tap that controls the cold water supply from the mains.  
This is usually under the kitchen sink, under the stairs, in a 
cupboard near the front door or in the cellar.  
If you canôt find it, ask Thames Water or Southern Water; 
or a plumber. If you have a leak or burst pipe, need to 




