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Your handy guide
This booklet provides
guidance for homeowners on
how to keep your home safe.
We have other leaflets
providing useful tips. These
include one about maintaining
the inside of your home, one
about keeping the outside in
good condition and one about
saving energy. Just ask us if
you’d like a copy of any of
them or you can find them on
our website.
If you can’t manage any of the
work yourself or don’t have
the time, don’t worry - we can
help you find reliable
contractors, whether you need
a plumber, an electrician, a
builder, a roofer or any other
tradesperson.
This is just one of a range of
services we provide to
homeowners in Birmingham
through our Homeworks team.
We offer impartial advice and
practical assistance to help
you make your home a better
place to live in so if you have
any questions please call us.
You will also find useful

information sheets on a wide
range of home maintenance
tasks in any large DIY store or
you might want to buy a good
quality DIY book.
If you rent your home from the
council your tenants’
handbook and your repairs
handbook have information
about home maintenance.

Safety
Most accidents happen in and
around the home but there
are a few simple steps you can
take to reduce the risks.
You can buy also a variety of
safety aids from DIY stores,
hardware merchants and
specialist shops. These are
especially useful if you have
children and include socket
covers, corner protectors,
hand rails, stair gates,
fireguards and safety film for
windows.
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Here are common hazards
and how to avoid them:
Stairs
I

Make sure you replace any
worn carpet

I

Keep the stairs free of
clutter, like toys

I

Fit an extra hand rail if your
stairs are steep

I

Keep the carpet tacked
down

I

Make sure your stairs are
well lit

I

If you have young children,
fit stair gates to the top and
bottom - and use them!

Burns and scalds
Burns from hot surfaces and
scalds from hot liquids or
steam can cause traumatic
injuries and leave permanent
scars.
I

Keep guards on fires and
turn radiators down when
children are about

I

Keep saucepan handles
from sticking out on the hob

I

Don’t let kettle leads trail
where children could pull
them

I

Keep hot drinks away from
children - and remember, a
hot drink stays hot enough
to scald a child for 15
minutes

Windows and glass
I

I

4

Replace windows that are in
a vulnerable position with
safety glass - danger spots
are windows at a low level
or at the bottom of steps.
You can use safety film as a
cheaper alternative
Fit window stays on upstairs
windows to stop children
climbing through them and
falling

Falls
I

Don’t step over hazards - do
something about them

I

Don’t let wires trail where
they could trip people up

I

Replace or tack down frayed
carpets

Every year too many people
die because of a fire in their
home - and smoke is the
biggest killer.
I

Fit smoke alarms to give you
early warning. It’s best to fit
them in the hall and on the
upstairs landing. Fix them to
the ceiling rather than the
wall and replace the
batteries every year

I

Get a qualified electrician to
check your wiring every five
years

I

Always replace a blown fuse
with the right one

I

Keep the key to any locked
window or door that could
be used as an fire escape
route close to hand

Security

I

Don’t take out the batteries
to use them for something
else - it could cost you your
life

Crime is a fact of life wherever
you live. But you can take a
few simple precautions to
reduce your chances of
becoming a victim.

I

Vacuum the alarm out every
now and again to get rid of
any dust that might stop it
working so well

Here are a few cheap and
easy things you can do to
improve the security of your
home.

I

Keep matches and lighters
away from children - buy
safety matches too

DO

I

Don’t leave lit candles
unattended

I

Don’t overload sockets and
extension cables as this
might lead to an electrical
fault that could cause a fire
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Fire

I

Get to know your
neighbours - they will keep
an eye on your house when
you’re out and you can
return the favour

I

Join a neighbourhood
watch scheme - you can find
out details from your local
police
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I

I

I

I

I

Keep your home looking as
it someone is in it - leave a
light that uses a low energy
bulb on
Fit good quality locks to
your doors and windows and use them!
Fit a mortice lock to your
back door - most burglars
force their way in around
the side or the back of
people’s homes
Be careful about who you
open the door to - they may
not be who they say they
are. If in doubt, don’t let
them in and keep the door
closed while you check their
identification. Genuine
callers will not mind waiting
outside while you do this
Lock up garden tools
because burglars sometimes
use them to force open
doors and windows

Also, if you share an entrance
gate to a side alley with your
neighbours, why not club
together to buy a padlock?
Make sure everyone has a key
and keeps it locked.
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DON’T
I

Make it obvious when you
bring expensive purchases
into your home and don’t
put the boxes out on the
street with your rubbish

I

Provide cover for burglars keep plants clipped low
around windows and doors

I

Leave windows open, even
upstairs, when you go out burglars can climb drain
pipes and break in from flat
roof

Locks for timber doors
Locks are obviously a good
way of deterring criminals but remember they are only as
strong as the door or the door
frame. An expensive lock is
useless if a burglar can easily
force the door open.
There are two types of door
locks:
I

Mortice locks - these fit into
a slot cut into the side of a
door. They are the most
secure type of lock.
Insurance companies
recommend a five-lever
mortice deadlock for all
outside doors

Rim locks - these fit onto the
inside face of a door. They
are less secure than mortice
locks

Window locks are also a good
idea. It’s best to fit ones that
work automatically when you
shut the window because they
are less fiddly and you’re
more likely to use them.
When you buy a window lock,
look out for the symbol British Standard kite mark a
guarantee of quality. Security
locks meeting this standard
are fitted on all new UPVC
doors and windows.
Security lights
You can use security lights to
deter unwelcome visitors.
Always follow the instructions
supplied with the light and be
considerate to your
neighbours so that the light
isn’t shining into their property.
Also make sure that the light
isn’t positioned where it will be
set off by cats or by people
walking on the pavement.
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I

Fencing
For tips on how fencing can
make your home more secure,
please read our booklet called
‘Maintaining the outside of
your home’.

Gas
If you do just one thing after
reading this booklet, get any
gas appliances you have
checked once a year. It could
save your life.
Gas is very safe as long as
you make sure that any
appliances are fitted and
maintained by a registered
installer/operative. Call the
Health and Safety Executive
free on 0800 300 363 to get
details about who to ring to
find a registered operative in
your area.
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What to do if you
smell gas
Before any problem happens,
make sure you know where
the main gas tap is in your
home and that you can get to
it easily at all times.
The tap will be on the gas
pipe, probably near the gas
meter. In most cases the gas
will be off when the lever is at
a right angle to the pipe. Here
is what a typical gas tap looks
like when it is on.

I

Call the emergency gas line
- go to a neighbour’s house
or a public phone or use
your mobile phone but
make sure you are out in the
open air first

I

Remember to turn the gas
supply back on and relight
the pilot light on the boiler
and your cooker after the
emergency is over

DON’T
I

Switch any lights on and off
anywhere in your home

I

Enter the room where the
smell of gas is very strong

EMERGENCY GAS LINE available 24 hours a day
Main gas tap.

If you can smell gas strongly
or the gas flames are burning
yellow, you need to act quickly.
DO
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I

Open windows

I

Turn off the main gas tap if
you can get to it

0800 111 999

The silent killer

DO

Carbon monoxide is a
poisonous substance which is
produced when gas is burned.

I

Clear up any spills on your
cooker hob as soon as they
happen

I

Clear the gas jets if they
become blocked - a cocktail
stick is ideal to clear the
holes

I

If you can remove the
burner (the metal disk where
the flames come out), use a
washing up brush to remove
any food spills and the
yellow grease given off by
the burning gas

DON’T
I
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Everyday tips

If a gas appliance isn’t
working properly, it may
produce more carbon
monoxide - and if it can’t
escape, it can build up to
dangerous levels.
Carbon monoxide is a gas.
You can’t smell it or see it so
it’s very difficult to detect
without special equipment.
Here are a few tips that could
save your life:
I

Follow the steps set out in
the section called ‘What to
do in an emergency’ and
call the emergency gas line
if your gas fire does any of
the following:

I

Burns yellow flames

I

Has stains on the front

I

Gives you a headache every
time you use it

Cook any food directly in
the flames of your gas
burner - the latest health
advice is that the food
absorbs high levels of toxins
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I

Always get any portable gas
appliances serviced by a
registered company once a
year

I

Never use portable gas
appliances without opening
a window

I

Never use a cooker to heat
a room as fumes can build
up

I

Never block ventilation vents
or flues - they are essential
to let waste gases escape.
Usually the flues are at the
back of your gas fire or
behind your central heating
boiler

I

Always get your gas flue
inspected by a registered
company once a year. Late
summer is a good time
because birds’ nest and any
other debris can be cleared
before the weather turns
cold. Service engineers are
often very busy at the start
of the winter, so book early

I

Buy one or more carbon
monoxide detectors - they
are cheap and easily
available from DIY stores.

Electricity
You should only repair or
maintain electrical items and
wiring if you are completely
confident that you know what
you’re doing.
Please don’t try to do the work
if you’re not sure. If in doubt,
call in an electrician from a
company approved by NICEIC
- this is the organisation which
makes sure that electrical
contractors work safely.
Here is the logo you should
look out for when choosing a
company.

I

Do not expose any wires
on a circuit which may
be live without first
turning the power off at
the main isolating switch

I

Only let a NICEICapproved electrician do
any remedial work to
your home or totally
rewire it
Everyone should be able
to do some simple bits
of electrical work like
putting on a plug or
replacing a fuse. Make
sure you know what to
do - you can pick up
information in any DIY
store or buy yourself a
DIY book with
illustrations.

About electricity
Electricity enters your home
through a thick wire which
goes straight to your electricity
meter. Your electricity supplier
is responsible for the meter
and the wiring - never
interfere with either of these
because they are dangerous.
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Important safety tips

You will have something called
a consumer unit in your home.
This is what used to be called
a fuse box.
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The consumer unit channels
the electricity into smaller
wires which supply your
sockets, lights and cooker.
This is where you can turn the
electricity off if anything goes
wrong. The unit also contains
an automatic safety device
called a fuse which prevents
wires in your home getting so
hot that they will start a fire. In
many homes fuses have been
replaced by circuit breakers in
a consumer unit which turns
the electricity off if anything
goes wrong. As they are so
quick to react, the danger of
getting an electric shock is
dramatically reduced.
If a fuse blows, there will
always be a reason. If it’s not
obvious, call in a qualified
electrician to find out why
before replacing the fuse.
Always turn off the socket and
remove the plug before taking
any appliance apart.
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Common problems
Flickering lights - if the bulb
on your strip light flickers or
takes a long time to come on,
try replacing the starter unit this is the plastic cylinder in the
side of the light fitting
A fuse keeps blowing - if the
same fuse blows more than
once, you may have a
problem with your appliance it’s best to get it checked out
by an electrician
A plug becomes hot - if you
notice that a plug has become
unusually warm, there may be
a loose wire inside. Be extra
careful how you remove the
plug from the socket and
make sure you switch it off first
A plug becomes corroded plugs and sockets in damp
areas such as at the back of a
washing machine may
become corroded. If the
socket is affected, call in a
qualified electrician

An extension reel is kept
wound up - always unwind
reels fully to let the heat from
the wire escape
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A wrong bulb is used - don’t
put a powerful bulb in a
standard light or lamp socket
because the extra heat could
cause a fire. The
recommended maximum
wattage is usually shown on
the appliance or light fitting
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Asbestos
Asbestos was widely used in
the materials and fabric of
buildings in the past but is
now banned because of the
health risks it carries. It’s only
when asbestos is disturbed
that there is a potential
hazard. If the asbestos is in
good condition and not likely
to be worked on or damaged,
it is safest to leave it in place.
Unless you have a good
working knowledge of
asbestos, it won’t be easy to
recognise it in your home, but
common places where it might
be found are:
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I

Roof slates and corrugated
roofing sheets

I

Gutters and downpipes

I

Insulation in party walls

I

Soffits and fascias

I

Cold water tank insulation

I

Bath panels

I

Ceiling and floor tiles

I

Flue pipes

I

Lagging around boilers and
heating pipes

If you want asbestos waste
removed from your home, you
must use a specialist
contractor to remove and
dispose of it. We can give you
a list of companies which are
approved to do this. Home
owners on limited incomes
may qualify for financial help
to sort out the problem. Please
call us on 0121 303 1116 for
more information or advice.

We provide a wide range of
services and help for
homeowners. For more
details:
I

ring our Homeworks
helpline on 0121 303 1116

I

email us at homeworks@
birmingham.gov.uk

I

visit our website at
www.birmingham.gov.uk
/housing for more
information or to fill in an
enquiry form

I

write to us at Homeworks,
Birmingham City Council,
Housing and Constituencies
Directorate, PO BOX
11415, Birmingham
B11 1ZB
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How to contact us
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If you would like this leaflet in large print, Braille, or on
audio cd or tape, please call 0121 303 1116.
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