Frozen and Burst Pipes – what to do

Temperatures can drop to extremely low levels during winter, causing the pipes in your home to freeze and sometimes even burst. 
A burst pipe can cause serious damage to your possessions and the home's structure and electrical wiring. It's vital to take action as soon as you discover a burst pipe.

Please find below some advice about how to avoid the damage and hassle caused by burst and frozen pipes. 
Why do pipes freeze?
During cold weather, the pipes in your home may freeze for a number of reasons. The most common causes are:

· Poorly protected pipes which haven't been sufficiently insulated. 

· Exposure to icy draughts, usually as a result of cracks or gaps at the point where the pipe enters your home. 

· Pipes located inside cupboards. Warm air from inside your home may not reach these pipes if your cupboard doors are closed most of the time.

Why do pipes burst?
When water freezes it expands, when this happens inside a closed pipe the pressure created can be enough to cause it to split and then leak.
What can I do to prevent frozen or burst pipes?
To ensure that water flows freely through your pipes this winter, take a look at our simple winter care tips to prevent frozen pipes in your home.

· Get insulated.  We have run programmes to upgrade loft and cavity wall insulation where it is needed.  If you live in a house which is more than about 10 years old and you know we have not carried out an upgrade please call the Repairs Helpdesk and tell us. 

· Keep out the cold.  Most modern boilers have a frost protection thermostat which turns the system on automatically if the temperature drops to a level that will cause your pipes to freeze. In very cold weather, you may need to leave your heating on a low setting (or set it to come on a couple of times a day).

· Know where your stopcock is.  Make sure you know where your stopcock is and check every few months that you can turn it off easily in an emergency. You may find it helpful to label the stopcock, so you can easily locate it if you're in a panic. 

Maintenance is key.  Make sure you re-washer any dripping taps; if they freeze, they'll block your pipes. 

· When away from home.  If you're going away for a while during very cold weather , turn off the stop cock and ask a friend or relative to check your home regularly to make sure that your pipes haven't burst or are frozen.  It is advisable to leave your heating on low (or to set it to come on a couple of times a day).

What should I do If I have frozen pipes?
If you find yourself without water, the first thing you need to do is check whether your neighbours are also affected. If they are, the lack of water will most likely be caused by a problem to the mains supply, rather than a frozen pipe, and you will need to contact your water company.
If you're the only one without water, you may well have a frozen pipe. It's important to try and defrost this blockage as quickly as possible as the expansion of the water could cause the pipe to burst, leading to thawed water leaking from the break.

· Protect your possessions.  If a pipe appears to be frozen, protect everything around it to avoid any damage if it bursts. Move smaller items out of the way and cover up larger items.

· Turn off the Stop-tap.  Turn off the main stop tap. You should find this under the kitchen sink or where the service pipe enters your home. If you have a cold water tank, turn off the stopcock to it (this is usually found in the loft).

· Run the closest tap.  Open the cold tap closest to the part of the pipe that's frozen. This will allow the water to flow away when it melts and help reduce pressure in the pipe.

· Start Defrosting.  Using a hairdryer, carefully thaw the ice in the pipe (starting at the tap end and working backwards towards the cold water tank). Take care as the pipe could burst at any time and spray water as it starts to thaw.  If you don't own a hairdryer you can slowly thaw out the frozen section by covering it with hot water bottles or heat packs. Remember, never use a naked flame or a heat gun to thaw out ice as this could damage your pipes and creates a fire hazard.

· Check pipe for damage.  Check thoroughly for any signs of damage or leaks. If the pipes have been damaged you will need to contact us to arrange for a plumber to attend and fix the problem.  

· Turn on the taps.  Once the blockage has thawed, turn your stop tap and stopcock back on and run water until normal flow is restored.

What if the pipe has burst?
If a frozen pipe does burst, it's important to know the best way to remove the water and sort out any damage to your home and possessions.
· Turn off the water supply.  Turn off the main Stopcock.  You should find this under the kitchen sink or where the service pipe enters your home.

· Drain the system.  Drain the system by turning on all your cold taps and flushing your toilets.

· Turn off water heating systems.  Switch off the central heating, immersion heater and any other water heating systems. Once water heating has shut down, turn on the hot taps to help drain the system.

· Turn off the electrics.  If water from the burst pipe is leaking near your electrics or electrical appliances, switch off the mains immediately. If the mains switch is wet, don't touch it or you could risk electrocution!  


· Be safe.  If you notice the leak quickly you can catch dripping water in buckets. However, if water has been leaking through for some time and the ceilings are bulging, rooms may not be safe to enter. If the ceiling is bulging and you're confident that there is no danger, punch a small hole in it with a screwdriver to let the water drain into a bucket.

· Fix the problem.  Contact us on 0800 318 522.

· Drying out your home.  Dry out any affected rooms by keeping doors and windows open (where possible) and leaving your heating on. Leave cupboard drawers and doors open to allow them to dry more quickly. 


· Check your insurance policy.  It's a good idea to check your home contents insurance policy as you may be able to claim for any damaged items. Don't immediately throw away any water-damaged possessions as your insurance company may need to take a look at them. Store everything together in a dry place.
