BULLETIN

The Washing Machine Flood

By William G. Switalski, P.E*

Figure 1 — Washing Machine / Valve Locations

Traditionally, the weekly laundry chore took place in the basement where the
washer and dryer were located. Occasionally, a stream of water was found
emanating from beneath the washing machine and trickling across the floor to the
basement floor drain. No damage resulted since the basement floor was made
of concrete and sloped toward a floor drain where the water was guided
harmlessly away. Indeed, the old-fashioned wringer washer our mothers and
grandmothers once had was intentionally emptied by lowering the drain hose to
the basement floor drain.

Modern homes, townhomes, apartments and condominiums now feature the
convenience of a laundry room on the main living level or even at the upstairs
bedroom level. Hot and cold water spigots are plumbed in to a location where the
washer and dryer are intended to be located in the home. However, current
building codes have not given consideration to the eventuality of the washing
machine flood.

There are three primary sources of a washing machine flood:
a malfunctioning float switch which fails to shut off the inlet water when the
washer tub is full;
aclog in the discharge drain or standpipe which allows drain water to back
up out of the drain; or
a hot or cold water inlet hose which bursts.
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Any of the above causes will result in water damage
to floors, ceilings below the floors, walls, furniture and
personal contents. Apartment, townhome and condo-
minium occupants can be held liable for damage to “the
common elements” of their buildings as well as to the
property of their neighbors living below. One major
homeowners insurance carrier has reported that the
problem has grown to 13,500 property damage claims
per year at an average of $3500 in damages per claim.’

The malfunctioning float switch and the clogged dis-
charge drain are causes of water damage which are
typically less severe since the homeowner is normally at
home when the washing machine is in use. The only
time these malfunctions can occur is when the washing
machine cycle is in progress. With a clogged drain, the
maximum amount of water spilled is limited by the
capacity of the washer.

On the other hand, the hot and cold water inlet hoses
are always pressurized. Hence, the water inlet hoses
can burst under pressure whether or not the washer is
in use. This can occur when the home is unoccupied so
that the water will continue to pour in until the problem
is discovered and the incoming water supply turned off.
Thousands of gallons can be spilled and the resulting
damage can be catastrophic.

To cope with the water inlet hose burst hazard,
washing machine manufacturers advise the consumer
to turn off the water inlet valve when the washer is not
in use. This is the best protection against a washing
machine flood. Turning off the water valves does not
extend the life of the water inlet hoses or reduce the
chance of a hose burst. However, this precaution limits
the amount of water that can be spilled to the volume
contained within the length of the hose.

Although engineering standards exist for both laun-
dry equipment plumbing? and water inlet hose?, there is
no guidance given to appliance manufacturers or con-
sumers regarding hose life expectancy or suggested
replacement intervals. The water inlet hose standard of
1986 requires that a generous safety factor be met by
the design of the new hose. Domestic water supply
pressures typically range from 10 to 40 psi (pounds per
square inch), whereas the hose design is required to
withstand five applications of 580 psi without bursting.
Nevertheless, the factor of safety diminishes with the
age ofthe hose, and every hose will eventually wear out,
leak and/or burst. In the absence of engineering stan-
dards, some replacement inlet hose manufacturers
have come up with their own recommendations. Advice
on periodic hose replacement ranges from 2 to 5 years,
depending upon the manufacturer. Any physical dam-
age to the outer hose jacket, bulging, brittleness or
softness, especially at the end connections and where
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the hoseis routed around acorner, are sufficient grounds
for replacement. Used water inlet hose should be
discarded and never reused when a washing machine is
relocated or replaced.

Hose inspection and replacement is not likely to be
carried out by many consumers due to inconvenience,
lack of skill, inaccessibilty of the hoses and inaccessibil-
ity of the shut-off valves. Furthermore, hose replace-
ment is no guarantee against a water inlet hose burst. A
better solution is the installation of a floor drain in the
laundry room. Unfortunately, building codes do not
typically require the installation of a drain at this loca-
tion. Perhaps the entities who are at greatest financial
risk for water damage losses, i.e. homeowners, renters,
and homeowners insurance carriers, can unite to lobby
for changes in building codes that include laundry room
floor drains. Until the problem is given legislative
attention, owners are advised to consider specifying
their own floor drains when building.





