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Rainwater goods, i.e. guttering and down 

pipes are often overlooked because, on 

the face of it, what they do is so 

straightforward ðtaking rainwater from 

the roof and disposing of it somewhere.  

But guttering and down pipes play an 

important role and serious problems can 

occur when they are badly fitted or poorly 

maintained.  

In older buildings, it is allowed to enter 

the ófoul sewerô, but this is no longer 

permitted in new dwellings.  

Guttering and down pipes are therefore 

an important element to a property.  

However, not all properties need 

guttering.  Some buildings, notably 

thatched cottages, are designed to 

function without guttering.  

 

Where this is the case a broad óroof 

overhangô (called the óeaveô) is designed 

so that the roof edges are a good 

distance from the face of the walls.  The 

depth of the eaves is normally at least 

300 mm.  

Gutters at roof level intercept water as it 

runs off the roof slopes and channels it 

away from the walls.  Where gutters fail 

to do this it can usually be attributed to 

the following:  

 

¶ Inappropriate sizing ðthe gutter is 

too small to cope with the amount 

of water shed by the roof in heavy 

rain  

¶ Leaves in autumn, which can 

quickly block gutters  

¶ Stray rubbish, which can vary 

from childrenôs balls, beer cans 

and plastic bags to wildlife such as 

dead birds or bird nests which 

cause blockages  

¶ Fragments of tile, slate, fallen 

stonework and other mineral mat-

ter can ósiltô up guttering 

What is the purpose 

of guttering? 

What prevents gutters 

from working 

properly? 

The purpose of guttering is to prevent the 

rain which falls on the roof from wetting 

the wall surfaces and the ground too 

close to the building.  The need to shed 

rainwater away from the walls is not new.  

Our historic buildings, such as medieval 

churches and cathedrals, are often 

admired for their decorative gargoyles 

and impressive water spouts, simple yet 

effective ways of deflecting water away 

from the building.  

 

Water is the main agent of decay in 

buildings.  Blocked, cracked or badly 

designed rainwater goods can allow water 

into the main fabric, i.e. the walls and 

roofs.  If water does run down the walls, 

the resulting problems will depend on the 

quality of the construction and the 

general condition of the wall.  If it was 

well built and the brickwork of modern 

construction quality it is quite likely that 

the wall will suffer no more than algae or 

moss growth.  However, if the walls are 

not so well constructed or the materials 

have deteriorated over time, then water 

can soak into the walls and the resulting 

damp can encourage timber decay 

through fungal attack and insect 

infestation.  

 

In the winter months water that has 

soaked into the surface of masonry can 

freeze and cause brick and stone work to 

crumble, particularly where the brickwork 

is older, softer and more porous, and 

where the mortar is óweakô because it is 

of the incorrect mix or is old.  

 

If the water washes into the soil too close 

to the building this can have the same 

result as a broken drain under the soil, 

with the fine particles in the soil being 

washed away leaving óvoidsô (or gaps in 

the soil) which can collapse when the soil 

dries out.  In severe cases, the bearing 

capacity of the ground will be reduced 

and the property could be in danger of 

subsidence.  

 

The water collected by the guttering is 

directed to an area where it can do no 

damage, either to a soak -away or storm 

drain.  


