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Friday, 03 February 2012
Dear Lessees,

MORE INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR HEATING AND HOT WATER SYSTEM: Report from the Heating and Hot Water Sub-Committee
As a result of canvassing flat owners over the past couple of months, there have been lots of questions about the flats’ hot water and heating systems. Below, we try and answer those questions. 
You may find some of this information very useful, and we also want to give you an idea of the next steps in the process.
We would like to make communicating an ongoing process, so if you have further questions please send them to: heating@ashworthmansions.com
Yours truly,
Michael Elliot
Company Secretary

BACKGROUND

How does the pipe system work?

There are three sets of pipes running through the walls and floors of your flat, connecting it with external supplies.

There are two sets of hot and cold water pipes, one for the kitchen and one for the bathroom(s).

There is also a central heating pipe which is in fact two pipes, one supplying the heated hot water for the radiators and one being the return pipe to the next flat and eventually back to the boiler.
How does the cold water reach my flat?
For most of the Ashworth Mansions flats, the cold water is supplied from water tanks on the roof. 
Those tanks are at the end of their lives and we have been encouraging Lessees to switch to mains water so that we do not have to incur the expense of replacing them,

In the past year, everyone has been given the opportunity to connect to mains water, which is better quality, tastes better, runs through copper pipes, and is of a higher pressure. So far about 25% of flats have done so.

The cold water from the roof tanks is fed into the flats by one or possibly two lead pipes. It depends on which flat you are in as to where the water pipes enter your flat. Under the old system, many flats had two entry points: one in the kitchen and one in the bathroom. 

The new cold water system runs through pipes over the roofs and down the backs of each block. There is one entry point in each flat, terminating probably in your kitchen.

If you have not connected to the new system yet, this point is capped off. It terminates in a brass lever stop cock and a pressure gauge.

The old system will be decommissioned in the future. At some stage you will have to link to the new cold water system.
How does the hot water system work?

The communal hot water boilers used to be supplied directly from a mains supply running into the boiler room at the bottom of Block1. The hot water was then distributed via a pipe system separate from the cold water system to each flat 
We replaced the hot water boilers last year and connected them to the new, boosted cold water supply. 

Ideally, higher water pressure would have ensured improved water flow in the flats on higher floors. However, the pressure was too strong for the old pipes and there were leaks in several ground floor flats. The pressure has now been reduced and no leaks have been reported for several months.
How does the central heating system work?

Separate from the hot water heaters, there are also four central heating boilers in the boiler room. These are reaching the end of their lives and some crucial parts are no longer available.

Because of the situation with the leaking water pipes, it was decided to get a view from an expert heating engineer, Peter Ellis, on the boilers and heating distribution system. Two points have emerged:

(i) the boilers are very old, inefficient and too expensive to operate, and have to be upgraded

(ii) like the hot water pipes, the pipework which distributes central heating to your flat is rotting and is encased with asbestos.
THIS SYSTEM WILL NOT WORK FOR MUCH LONGER. A DECISION HAS TO BE MADE ABOUT WHAT TO DO.
Why do we have to upgrade the central heating and hot water systems?

Two central heating boilers have to be replaced in the near future. In addition, the pipes are rotting and it is likely the complete distribution system will also have to be replaced. Peter Ellis has estimated this will cost £30,000 per flat.
Separately, several quotes received by flat-owners have indicated that the cost of installing an independent central heating and hot water system in each flat would be between £5000 -£10,000 per flat.
COMPARING THE COMMUNAL AND INDEPENDENT SYSTEM  OPTIONS

	
	Communal system
	Independent system in each flat



	BENEFITS
	· Less in-flat space requirements

· Reduces the need for maintenance

· No need to find a  location for the flues


	· Capital costs are lower



· It can be very                     efficient

· The resident is motivated to keep the costs down

· Avoids the management costs of a communal system

	DISADVANTAGES
	· Capital costs are higher

· There are heat losses along the process from boiler house to distribution pipework

· Have to rely on the managing agent to negotiate the best tariffs
	· Need space for a boiler

· Requires an adequate gas supply

· Requires access to an external wall for the flue.

· The flat has to be accessed for maintenance


What would be the likely disruption from installing independent systems as opposed to upgrading the communal system?
There is very little to choose between the levels of disruption caused by either option inside your flat.

If we opt for independent systems, you will need to find a location within your flat against an external wall to mount the boiler, so that a flue could be incorporated. It would also require an electric point to power the boiler and a suitable place for the programmer control box so that you can control when the heating is on, or timed, as you require.

You would then need to run pipes around your flat, either under the floors or around the skirting to connect the boiler with the radiators. We assume that you would take this opportunity to replace the existing radiators with modern, more efficient ones.

If we were to install a new communal system, your walls or floors would have to be opened to remove the old pipework and install the new feed pipes. The existing pipework and radiators within your flat are probably failing and contaminated with sludge that cannot be chemically cleared because the pipes themselves will then fail. That means replacing the pipework inside your flat and probably the radiators, very few of which have thermostatically controlled valves.
COSTS

In terms of the cost, why can’t the sinking fund pay for this?

The sinking or “reserve” fund was established specifically to pay for the refurbishment of Ashworth Mansions as set out in the 10 year maintenance plan.

We cannot use this money for the heating and hot water system. The leases clearly state that all the costs of the heating and hot water systems must be borne by the 53 flats which benefit from it.

We do have a small reserve fund for the eventual replacement of the boilers which currently stands at £40,001.00.
Could Ashworth Mansions organise a couple of quotes for the communal system upgrade so we can get a real sense of the cost?

Peter Ellis asked a contractor for indicative prices to replace the communal systems. Mr Ellis is a qualified heating engineer and consultant but not an installer

To get accurate costings would involve drawing up a technical specification and putting the job out to tender. This would be expensive and time consuming. We may well be able to find ways of installing a new communal system for less than the £30,000 per flat quoted in the report. However, the sub-committee’s view is:

.

1. The independent option will certainly be cheaper.

2. Since the majority of flat owners favour the independent option, we should focus our efforts on planning for this.
If I choose to install a boiler and pipes in my flat, will Ashworth Mansions organise for the work to be done?

We can see two options:-

1. Ashworth Mansions employs a contractor to survey each flat and review the requirements of flat owners, and employs sub-contractors to install independent heating and hot water in each flat. Inevitably this would require a standardised approach. It would also require us to raise the money up front.

2. Each flat employs its own contractors (perhaps with some recommendations from us) and can choose where the boiler and radiators will go and what level of quality is desired.

Every flat is different and every flat owner has different opinions. Option 1 requires Ashworth Mansions to co-ordinate 53 different projects, which we feel would lead to disappointment. It also goes beyond Ashworth Mansions’ remit, which in principle, stops at the front door of each flat. The sub-committee strongly favours option 2.

Making good or other renovations will be at the flat-owner’s expense using a contractor of your choosing.

How do I choose a reputable plumber/builder?

We will make recommendations when the time comes but flat owners are welcome to use any CORGI registered plumber and builder they wish.
My flat isn’t connected to a gas supply. What does this mean?
Connecting to the Gas supply will cost about £50, per flat. We are endeavouring to obtain a more competitive price.
Can I install an electric boiler?

We believe it is possible to purchase an electric boiler but they are intended for heating hot water and are not really suitable for central heating.

They consume a large amount of electricity and are very costly to run.

If Ashworth Mansions does decide to move to an independent system, should I take the opportunity to connect to the new cold water system?

Yes, your new boiler will work much better if it is connected to the new high pressure mains. This will have to be done anyway because at some time in the near future the existing tanks will be decommissioned. This would be an opportune time to do this.
What are the legal steps from here?

In order to proceed to independent heating and hot water, we need to amend your leases to remove Ashworth Mansions Limited’s obligation to supply you with hot water and heating. We can only do this if:

1. More than half the lessees currently on the communal systems agree in writing to move to independent heating and

2. Not more than 10% of those lessees on the current systems disagree in writing.

We have canvassed most flat owners and are reasonably confident these thresholds can be met.

If so, we will proceed to the Leasehold Valuation Tribunal, the authority which will officially amend those leases.

If we do not meet these thresholds, we will have to proceed with the installation of a new communal system.
What is the timing of the decision?

We hope to finish our canvassing in February 2012 and proceed to make the necessary changes to the leases during the course of the year.

Our current expectation is that flat owners would install their own independent heating and hot water in the summer of 2013.
What happens next?

1. Obtaining a majority of lessees in agreement.

2. Preparing the legalities of the lease variations

3. Finding suitable installers for you to choose from

4. Setting a final date for the work to start.

WE WILL CONTACT YOU WITH FURTHER INFORMATION IN THE NEAR FUTURE.













