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Focus: Storm Sewer Connections
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hen inspecting a

religious property,

most of us will look

at the roof, gutters,
and downspouts (also known as
leaders) to ensure that water is
properly flowing away from the
building. One area thatis often
overlooked are the drainpipes that
lead to storm water catch basins.
While these basins are vital for
proper site and building drainage,
the drainpipes and connections
that direct water into them are
hidden from sight and often not
properly maintained.

Roof drainage systems work by
channeling the flow of water from
a building’s roof to the storm sewer
via a downspout into an under-
ground drainpipe. Alternatively,
water may flow off roofs onto
graded soil or French drains (a
ditch along the building foundation
containing a perforated pipe and
filled with gravel). An area drain is
another type of system that is
situated at low points and often
covered with steel grates, which
collect water from paths, court-
yards, and parking lots. Down-
spouts, French drains, and area
drains are interconnected to
drainpipes below the ground which
frequently lead to municipal sewer
lines in the street. Old drainpipes
may be made of vitrified clay,
asbestos cement, or cast iron.
Newer drainpipes are usually made
of plastic or cement.

In older urban areas, historic
buildings often have a combined
sanitary and storm water drainage
system. More recent municipal
systems have separate sanitary and
storm sewers. Where separate
systems exist, storm water from a
building should never be connected
to the sanitary sewer.

What can go wrong with below-
grade drainpipes? Over time,
pipes may be become misaligned
due to settlement or soil condi-
tions. Corroded pipes can leak
and eventually collapse. Although
tree roots ordinarily grow around
pipes, the moisture from a leaking
pipe can attract roots, causing
blockages. Heavy materials, such
as sand or grease, can clog pipes,
and the weight and vibration from
heavy vehicles and construction
activity can fracture pipes.

Symptoms of drainpipe problems
are varied. Backed-up, overflowing
downspouts and gutters can result
in ice dams, causing subsequent
rainfall to back up under roof
surfaces. Backed-up area drains
can overflow, saturating the ground
or causing ponding on pavement.
To check a drainpipe’s flow,
examine the joints (or connec-
tions) of the exterior building
downspouts, as well as the nearby
area drain during a rainstorm. If
water escapes from the downspout
joints or saturates the ground, the
drainpipe is most likely damaged.
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To test the flow in dry weather,
place a running hose at the top of
each downspout and look for any
water escaping from the joints or
overflowing from the opening. In
combined systems, slow-draining
sanitary fixtures indicate drain-
pipe problems. For buildings with
interior leaders, the drainpipe
connection may be located ina
basin or trap in the basement. It
is recommended to have these
connections regularly cleaned.

The building owner is responsible
for maintaining the building’s
connection to the municipal sewer
line. Basic drain and sewer
cleaning services using mechanical
snakes and electric routers do not
require a licensed plumber.
Excavation is necessary if the
drainpipe cannot be cleared or a
damaged pipe needs replacement.
Replacement of a building’s main
drainpipe connection to the
municipal sewer, and the replace-
ment of the sidewalk slabs above,
can cost thousands of dollars
depending on the length of the
pipe and any additional construc-
tion needs.
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