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Fix
Leaks
A tap drips through the night, a toilet trickles quietly into the bowl, and a damp patch spreads slowly under the sink. In his 1994 book How Buildings Learn, the writer Stewart Brand argued that buildings survive through steady, unglamorous maintenance, and that water is their greatest enemy. Every leak wastes clean water that has been treated and pumped at a cost in energy, and some waste heated water too. This workbook asks you to find the leaks in your home, fix what you safely can, and commit to the next three things you will do.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands alone. You need nothing else to use it except a torch, a cup, some food colouring, your water meter if you have one, and an hour to look around your home.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one tap, toilet or pipe in your home that you suspect may be leaking. If you're not sure, choose the tap or toilet you use most. Never attempt repairs on gas appliances or electrics, and if water is leaking near electrical fittings, keep clear and get professional help. You'll carry that one fixture through the exercise.



Write your first thoughts here, so you can come back to them later
	

	

	

	

	

	



This worksheet is part of the Climate Challenge series of action workbooks.
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Fix Leak  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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The idea at the heart of this workbook comes from Stewart Brand, the American writer and founder of the Whole Earth Catalog, in his 1994 book How Buildings Learn: What Happens After They're Built. Brand argued that buildings are never finished: they change and decay over time, and the ones that last are the ones that are looked after. Above all, he warned, water is the enemy of buildings.
Underneath it sits a slightly uncomfortable claim. Most of us notice our homes only when something goes wrong, and by then a small, cheap problem has often become a large, expensive one. Leaks waste water, energy and money long before they're obvious.
Small leaks, big totals. A tap dripping once a second can waste thousands of litres a year, and a toilet that leaks into the bowl can waste hundreds of litres a day. Across England and Wales, water companies themselves lose around a fifth of the water they put into supply through leaking pipes. Every drop lost has already been cleaned and pumped.
Many leaks are hidden. The most wasteful leaks are often silent: a worn seal in a push-button toilet letting water trickle into the bowl, a weeping joint under a floor, or a cracked supply pipe under the garden. A water meter that keeps turning when nothing is in use is one of the clearest signs.
Water is the enemy of buildings. As Brand warned, even a slow leak can soak floors, rot timber, stain ceilings and feed mould, which can harm health. Fixing a leak early protects your home and the people in it, as well as the water supply.
Hot leaks waste energy too. A dripping hot tap or a leak in a heating system wastes the gas or electricity used to heat the water as well as the water itself. A combi boiler whose pressure keeps dropping may have a leak somewhere in the heating system that needs a professional to find.
Many fixes are simple. Worn tap washers or cartridges, toilet flush seals and loose fittings are often cheap to replace with basic tools and a good guide. The first step is always the same: know where your stopcock is, check that it turns, and turn the water off before you start.
Know when to call for help. Some jobs need a qualified plumber, and anything involving gas or electrics must be left to professionals. Leaks on the pipe between the boundary and your home may be covered by help from your water company, and leaks in the street should always be reported to them.
The practical use of Brand's idea is to treat maintenance as a habit, not an emergency. Find your stopcock. Check your taps, toilets, pipes and meter for leaks a few times a year. Fix the simple things yourself, call a plumber for the rest, and report leaks you see in the street. Small, regular care keeps water in the pipes and out of the walls.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the fixture you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Describe your fixture. Which tap, toilet or pipe did you choose, and why do you suspect it? How old is it, and has it ever been repaired? Score how confident you feel about finding and fixing leaks in your home, from 1 (not at all) to 10 (completely).
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Find your stopcock. Locate the stopcock that turns off the water to your home, often under the kitchen sink, near the front door or under the stairs. Check that it turns, and label it. Find any isolating valves near your taps and toilets too. Where are they?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Go on a leak hunt. Check every tap for drips. Add a few drops of food colouring to each toilet cistern and wait fifteen minutes without flushing: colour in the bowl means a leak. Look under sinks and around the boiler for drips or damp. If you have a meter, read it at night and again in the morning without using water. What did you find?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Measure one leak. Put a cup under a dripping tap for ten minutes, then measure how much it collected. Multiply up to work out how much it wastes in a day and a year. If you found no drips, estimate what a leak like the one you suspected would waste.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Plan the fix. For each leak you found, decide whether it's a job you can safely do yourself or one for a plumber. What parts, tools or help would you need? Who could show you how, or lend you the tools?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make your plan. Write three actions: one you will do this week, one repair you will make or arrange this month, and one habit, such as a seasonal leak check or reporting street leaks. Name anyone else involved — household, landlord, plumber, water company — and when you'll start.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



How confident do you feel now?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Water companies lose a large share of their water through leaking pipes. Should households be asked to fix their leaks while that continues, or should companies act first?
1. Who should pay to repair leaks on the pipe between the street and a home: the householder, the water company or both?
1. If you rent, your landlord is usually responsible for repairs. What should tenants do when leaks aren't fixed, and how could that be made easier?
1. Fewer people today learn basic repair skills at home or school. Should practical maintenance skills be taught more widely?
1. Smart leak detectors and water meters can catch leaks early. Should they be fitted in every home, and who should pay?
1. Brand argued that buildings survive through steady care. Why do we celebrate new buildings and gadgets more than the people and habits that maintain them?
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Part three  ·  Questions for discussion
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've done the hunting and the thinking on your own. What's missing now is someone who sees your home differently — and who might lend you a spanner, show you how to change a washer or report a street leak alongside you.

	Share your leak hunt online
Join an online climate action community and post what your leak hunt found and your three-step plan. Others will share simple repair guides, the tools worth owning and when it's best to call a plumber.
	
	Find people near you
Look for a repair café, tool library or community DIY workshop near you. Ask your water company about free home water checks and help with supply pipe leaks. Report leaks you see in the street to your water company.



	Find your next challenge



This workbook is general guidance. Turn off the water before any repair, leave gas, electrics and complex plumbing to qualified professionals, and report street leaks to your water company.
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