Maintaining the
outside of your home
Guidance for homeowners

Housing and Constituencies

Maintaining the outside of your home

Contents
Your handy guide - what this leaflet is about ..........................3
Brickwork ..............................................................................5
Paintwork ..............................................................................6
Gutters..................................................................................7
Drains ..................................................................................7
Roofs and chimneys ..............................................................9
Fencing ................................................................................9
How to contact us ................................................................11

2

Maintaining the outside of your home

Your handy guide
This leaflet provides guidance
for homeowners on how to
keep the outside of your home
in good condition.
We have other leaflets
providing useful tips. These
include one about keeping
your home safe, one about
keeping the inside 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.
Our staff 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.
Remember - if you are doing
any work that will significantly
change your home, you might
need permission from
Planning or Building Control.
Contact us on 0121 303 9944
for advice if you’re not sure.

Brickwork
Bricks are damaged by water
soaking into them and
freezing. The surface then
starts to flake off. The only
cure is to replace damaged
bricks, or if large numbers of
bricks are affected, to consider
a render. (See next page for
more on renders).
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Leaking roofs or gutters can
cause damp bricks.
You may have a problem with
damp brickwork if:
I

you see green algae
growing on a wall

I

wallpaper won’t stay on and
has black mould on it.

Cracks - if cracks keep on
appearing in your brickwork,
you may have a problem with
the foundations of your home
and must get advice from a
professional surveyor.

Common solutions

Damp proof courses

Pointing - this is the name
given to the layers of mortar
between the bricks in a wall. It
is important that this layer is in
good condition as it holds the
bricks in place and protects
the wall from water. Repointing is the job of removing
any loose mortar and putting
fresh mortar into the gaps.

A damp proof course (DPC) is
a waterproof layer between
bricks. A damp proof
membrane is used under a
concrete floor. They are both
there to stop water rising from
the ground and getting into
your house.

Render - this is a covering for
brickwork made out of sand
and cement. It protects
brickwork from rain and gives
a smooth finish. Many
rendered surfaces are also
painted to protect them from
weathering and to help keep
walls tidy and attractive.
Remember - repair small
cracks immediately before
water gets in and damages a
bigger area and fix that
leaking roof or gutter, and
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allow bricks to dry out, before
attempting to fix damp brick
work.

You must keep the DPC clear,
otherwise it won’t work. Follow
these simple tips to make sure
you don’t bridge the DPC.
I

Don’t pile up rubbish or soil
against walls

I

Don’t build paving or paths
higher than the line of the
DPC

I

Keep nearby drains
unblocked.

Remember!
If you think you can do it
yourself:
I

doing work to the
outside of your house
might look simple but
it’s difficult to make it
look good. Poor repairs
and badly matched
bricks and mortar look
ugly and could reduce
the value of your home

I

modern bricks are metric
but the ones you have
may be imperial size

I

reclamation specialists
may be able to provide
you with an exact match
for bricks

I

if you need to use a
ladder, working at
height can be
dangerous - so ensure
your ladder is safe
and secure.
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Specialist damp proof course
companies will carry out free
surveys to identify damp areas
and can provide you with
quotes to do any necessary
work.

Paintwork
Many houses nowadays have
UPVC doors and windows
which are virtually
maintenance-free. But if you
do have wooden paintwork,
you will need to protect it from
the rain, frost and sun. Usually
this involves painting windows
and doors with an oil-based
paint, varnish or waterrepellent stain. These will
protect the wood but you will
need to renew and repair
paintwork regularly.
The best time to maintain your
woodwork is at the end of
summer when it has had time
to dry out.
Outside paintwork should
have three layers. If you miss
out any of these, the wood on
your house won’t be properly
protected:
Primer - this stops the wood
from absorbing all the oil
from the paint which would
stop it protecting the
paintwork
Undercoat - this smooths
the surface and fills in small
cracks
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Topcoat - this provides the
weatherproof coloured layer
and is long lasting and tough

I

if you use paint stripper,
wear rubber gloves and
protective glasses

You can buy new paints that
combine primer and
undercoat but these tend
to be more expensive.

I

keep all paint, white
spirit and paint stripper
out of the reach of
children.

DIY tips

Gutters

If you think you can do it
yourself, don’t forget:

Gutters are channels put
around the edge of roofs to
collect rain water. Leaves,
feathers and other rubbish can
blow into gutters and break
down into a mushy sort of
compost. If you don’t clear this
out, it can block the flow of
water down your pipes into the
drains as well as allowing windblown seeds to take root. The
water will then overflow and run
down the outside walls of your
home. This could damage the
bricks and mortar and you
might also get damp inside.

I

if you need to use a
ladder, working at any
sort of height is
dangerous - never work
alone

I

if you are burning old
paint off woodwork,
have something close to
hand to put out any fire
that might happen

I

don’t burn paint off near
the soffit or roof gutter you could cause a fire in
the roof space. Paint
stripper may be a better
choice.

I
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keep oil-based paint
and white spirit away
from sources of heat

Types of gutters
Cast iron gutters - these were
fitted to most old houses and
will probably be rusty and not
working very well by now. If
your guttering is painted, it is
probably cast iron and ideally
needs to be replaced.

Both types of gutter need
clearing out once a year and
you will need to repair any
sagging gutters.
DIY tips
If you think you can do it
yourself, don’t forget:
I

I

I

if you need to use a
ladder, working at any
sort of height is
dangerous - so secure
your ladder safely, or
consider using
scaffolding.
never over-reach when
you’re on a ladder - you
might lose your balance
if you put a home-made
ball of wire netting at the
top of the down pipe,
this will stop rubbish
washing down and
blocking the pipe. If you
have a funnel where
several rainwater pipes
meet, you can also cover
this with wire netting.

Maintaining the outside of your home

Plastic gutters – these are
usually unpainted and are
grey or black.

Drains
A drain is a pipe that takes
waste water from your home.
When it joins other drains, it
becomes a sewer.
If you live in Birmingham and
your home was built before 1
October 1937, then Severn
Trent Water is responsible for
any blockage in the sewer.
They will clear it for you but
may charge you.
If your home was built after
that date, you have a private
sewer - this means you share
the responsibility for it with
your neighbour until your
drains join the main sewer in
the road.
Remember - it doesn’t matter
whose property the drain
inspection cover is on.
Everyone who uses the private
sewer is responsible for its
proper maintenance.
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Common drain problems
include:
I

I

I

tree roots or shifting earth these can cause blockages
or the drain itself can start
to collapse. You might have
to hire equipment or pay a
specialist contractor to sort it
out but if you share a drain
with a neighbour in an
alleyway or on a shared
access, think about splitting
the cost
resurfaced drives and yards
blocking drains - if you do
this sort of work, make sure
that water can flow freely
into a drain
trees planted too close to
the house - you should
allow at least 6 metres (20
feet) for small trees and up
to 18 metres (60 feet) for
larger ones - check how
much trees are likely to
grow before you buy them.

DIY tips
If you think you can do it
yourself, don’t forget:
I

clearing drains can be
messy and difficult – you
might need to use a
specialist contractor

I

you should never work
on drains if you have
cuts or grazes on your
hands as you could get
an infection

I

wear rubber gloves and
overalls or some old
clothing

I

always clear up the area
around the drain
afterwards with a
solution made from one
part bleach to nine parts
water

I

use the same solution to
clean any tools you have
used.

For information about
unblocking sinks, please
read our leaflet called
‘Maintaining
the inside of your home’.
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Fencing

Don’t neglect your roof - small
problems such as loose tiles or
leaks in flat roofs can get
worse over time and become
much more difficult and
expensive to fix.

Garden fencing will provide
privacy and security for your
home. For more information
about other security measures
for your home, please read
our leaflet called “Keeping you
and your home safe”.

Like roofs, chimneys are
exposed to all weather
conditions and can become
dangerous. Common
problems include:
I

loose pots

I

blocked flues

I

cracked or perished
brickwork

I

damaged flashings (these
are the coverings for the
joint where the wall meets
the roof).

But if you think you can repair
your roof or chimney, think
again.
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Roofs and chimneys

You can pick up information
about how to put up a new
fence or repair an existing one
from any larger DIY store.
Before you start work, make
sure:
I

you and your neighbours
have agreed on the
boundaries between your
properties

I

ensure fence panels and
posts are treated with
preservative - never use
untreated wood.

You need specialist skills
and working at height is
dangerous so you should
always get a competent
contractor to carry out
any work.
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Safety tips
Be careful if you are using
wood preservative on
fences- it could be
poisonous. Make sure you
follow the manufacturer’s
instructions on the
container. Always use a
preservative that is not
harmful to children, pets
or plants.

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
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

Money worries?
Let us help
If you are worried about
money or want to find out if
you can claim any benefits,
please tell us. Your
neighbourhood office is there
to help and can give you
advice and information that
may make all the difference to
your financial situation.
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How to contact us

For more information please
contact your local
neighbourhood office.
birmingham.gov.uk/
neighbourhoodoffices

11

Maintaining the outside of your home

If you would like this leaflet in large print, Braille, or on
audio cd or tape, please call 0121 303 1116.
Reference: HOUS 3002, published September 2008

