Sticking your finger in it
After last week’s article on the luxuries of pool heating, a number of people have contacted me and said let’s not worry about the luxuries but can you give us advice on the necessities of keeping a pool together.  Well I don’t have to tell you that the principal requirement in keeping a pool together is keeping it properly maintained and choosing a reputable company that will maintain your pool come rain or shine. I have written before on the subject and the importance of ensuring that the pool company do a proper job, because if standards slip then problems soon arise and it doesn’t take long for a pool to take on the characteristics of a fish pond if it is not looked after.  That is focussing on the water within the pool but how about the pool structure itself and what are the problems in pool structures?

A pool is really only a watertight tank open to the elements so where do the problems come from and how can they be attended to?  There is only one real problem and that is leakage or loss of water. I do not claim to be a pool expert as swimming pools did not form a large part of my professional training and most of my knowledge has come from living and working on the island and seeing the problems that a number of people here suffer with their pools.  

Sadly when a pool starts to leak it cannot be fixed as easily as the little Dutch boy who stuck his finger in the dyke to stop it from leaking. So where do the problems come from? Well let’s just look at the two main types of pool structures largely used here.  
The skimmer pool is the type of pool often found in properties built some years ago before overflow pools became fashionable here.  Although no longer fashionable this type of pool has little to go wrong and doesn’t usually show many problems unless there were oversights in its construction or old age is now showing its weaknesses.  It will likely be as a result of the pool structure itself losing its waterproof qualities necessitating repair.  Dependent upon the extent of the leakage and whether the location of the leak can be easily identified it usually results in the pool tiling having to be stripped out, the structure re-waterproofed and having the pool re-tiled.  There can sometimes be problems with the mechanics to this type of pool but this is unusual. The pipe runs are simple with the skimmer outlets taking the water direct to the filter and then being re-circulated through the inlets either in the floor or wall of the pool.  If the pool has suffered structural movement then yes the pipework of the circulation system can crack or in some other way become defective and this can be the cause of water leakage but a reputable pool maintenance company can investigate and test the plumbing by pressure testing the pipe runs to identify any leaks. Before any major work on the pool is undertaken this should be done to ensure that the problem is not with the plumbing rather than with the structure itself.
Most of the problems I find here are with overflow pools. Whilst they are pretty to look at there is a lot more to cause problems, whether it be in their efficiency of use or leakage. Instead of having a straightforward in and out circulation the water gets discharged over the structure into a channel, from there into a holding tank (balance tank) and then through the filtration and circulation system and back into the pool through the inlet pipework usually in the floor of the pool. Like any complicated recipes lots can go wrong thereby causing grief until the problem can be identified and resolved.
One of the common problems identified with this type of pool is the water level dropping to the level of the floor of the overflow channel when the pool pump is dormant.  This would usually suggest there is a problem with the watertightness of the structure at the head and around the perimeter of the pool. This common weakness is as a result of the way pools are constructed here, the main structure will be cast then the narrow section of pool wall between the pool and the overflow channel will be constructed later, this is often not constructed in the same way as the cast of the pool, using either hand mixed concrete and sometimes even traditional tuĝla bricks to bring the pool edge level.  A recipe for disaster if not constructed with proper care.  Pool water can percolate through the joint between the two structures if not properly made and waterproofed, or through cracks and voids within the poorly made wall section. If you are lucky a repair will involve the removal of the top courses of tiling and the waterproofing of this section of the pool, but at worst it could mean having to have this area reconstructed. 
We can all see what damage the constant flowing of water can do when you look at the roadside earth banks here when after a few thunderstorms great gullies are cut through the earth by the passage of water.  Well the same thing can happen on the overflow, this includes the overflow tiles and tile joints and the overflow channel itself where over time the waterproof qualities will be eroded. This may require the relaying of the top edging overflow tiles and the re-waterproofing of the overflow channel.  Water staining to adjoining terraces is usually a good sign of the failure of the overflow channel or if left to continue the collapse of the terrace itself.  Tests can easily be done to establish the watertightness of the overflow channel by plugging the outlet and filling the channel and monitoring for any drop in water level.

We are left with two concrete boxes that store water, the pool itself and the balance tank. Where these structures are of a regular shape then sections of these structures can usually be seen within the pump room, so if you see a water leak from either the wall of the pool or the balance tank it would suggest that there is a problem with one or the other of these structures and the problems being seen will also be duplicated on the unexposed sections.  If the balance tank is leaking then hopefully the problem can be resolved by draining the tank and applying a fresh waterproof render coat. Not so simple with the pool structure itself, if a problem is identified where there has been a significant increase in water consumption then it is likely the pool structure will require re-waterproofing and the only simple way to do this is to drain, remove all tiling, apply a waterproof render coat to the pool structure and re-tile. This can be a costly exercise.

The pleasures of a pool can easily be outweighed by the costs of keeping it watertight, never mind running it, but there are sometimes cases where the expense can be even greater where the structure loses its integrity and cracks up or breaks its back then you start to wonder whether it is worth having a pool at all.  Like anything if you identify a problem then it won’t go away so deal with it as soon as you can.
Do you have a property problem?  Would you like to ask the House Doctor a property related question?  If so, please email Stuart at cyprushousedoctor@yahoo.com.  
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The tell tale signs of failure of the overflow channel and overflow tiles
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Leaks to the pool wall will show themselves within the pump room. These had been previously patch repaired but are weeping again

