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How can we improve our water? A hard question to answer …
After mentioning in my article last week the prudence of having a spare immersion heater element suitable for hard water, a number of people have asked me about how to reduce the hardness of water we receive through our taps.  I can remember moving from South Wales to the South West of England and I was shocked by how hard the water was, my tea didn’t taste the same and the kettle furred up in next to no time.  

The cause of the hardness of water here is the fact the majority of it has been collected in the Besparmak mountain range, which is largely made up of limestone, and as the water seeps through the stone it picks up in solution calcium which eventually ends up in our kettles and our hot water cylinders as a deposit on the heating element.  
There are a number of things we can do to improve water quality here.  The most sophisticated for domestic use would be to provide a five stage reverse osmosis system.  This installation comprises of a number of filter cartridges, the first one being a polypropylene cartridge used as a pre-filter removing dirt and sediment to 5 microns.  The second cartridge is a carbon block cartridge which removes bad taste and chlorine.  The third unit is another carbon cartridge and the fourth stage is the reverse osmosis membrane, this removes 99% of all water contaminants and is used as the main function of this type of installation.  The reverse osmosis system really improves water quality and clarity and is based on the process of osmosis.  Osmosis involves the selective movement of water from one side of a membrane (a plastic film that looks similar to cellophane) to the other.  To make the process work the pressure of the incoming water supply forces water through the membrane, since contaminants do not move with the water as it moves across the membrane purer water collects on the other side.  For this system to be efficient a specific amount of pressure is necessary to separate purified water and contaminants, this required pressure is based on the type and concentration of contaminants in the water, so for this system to be efficient on this island, with the varying rates of mains water supply we experience here, it is likely to prove inadequate and it would need to be part of a pressurised water system.  To continually perform well reverse osmosis systems, like all other home water treatment devices, require regular maintenance and replacement of various components.   Pre-filters and post-filters need to be replaced on a regular basis.  The length of time between changing pre-filters will depend on the water quality, especially the concentration of solids.  In the UK the cost of the pre-filters and post-filters vary between £2 and £5 each, however the reverse osmosis membrane although not needing replacement so regularly costs around £50.  There are simpler filtration systems located say under the kitchen sink with either a single or dual filter which provides filtered water for kitchen use, these are relatively cheap to purchase but again I must stress the importance of regularly changing the filters.
There are other ways of reducing the hardness of water, the simplest systems rely upon either magnetism or low frequency radio waves that do something to the molecular make-up of the water and if it’s just a reduction in the hardness of the water you are after then perhaps this is the simplest way of going about it. Some units plug into the electricity with the unit generating low frequency radio waves which are transmitted from the control box to the water pipe with wires wrapped around the pipe.  The type of system that uses magnetism looks just like a modified section of the pipework and realigns the molecules as the water passes through the pipe, a bit like the magnetic bracelets some of us wear.
If you are looking to ensure that the water you drink is safe for drinking, there is another type of installation you can consider.  This is more than twice the price of a five stage osmosis unit although takes up less room.  This unit removes contaminants and disinfects water supplies using ultra violet light with a pre-filter to remove sediment prior to treatment.

All the water treatment systems will require regular servicing with the replacement of filter cartridges at six monthly intervals.  The scale inhibitors do not require ongoing maintenance.  

So you are aware of what can happen within your hot water cylinder have a look at the photograph of the remains of my immersion heater element!  This was replaced last week.   You will see the insulation to the element has completely broken down leaving the electric element exposed and shorting out in the water.

As I said last week, locally produced/installed immersion heater elements here are not made for hard water, the protective coating on the element is not thick enough to protect it from the build up of calcium, just like you see in your kettle, resulting in hot spots and subsequent failure of the element. I would recommend anyone here who has lived in a house for more than three years to consider buying a hard water immersion heater element when next in the UK.  I did say to order it over the net from www.screwfix.com and have it delivered to wherever you are staying in the UK.  I have since been told that you can order from Screwfix via www.easyfundraising.org.uk and thus raise funds for the SOS children’s charity in Lefkosa, so I thought I’d have a look – it seems quite simple, you register, you choose a Charity/Organisation – in this case TRNC Villa Owners SOS.  There are a whole number of retailers partaking in the scheme and Screwfix is just one of them.  It was interesting to note that some retailers will make free donations just for switching to their service, participating in free trials or even simply registering on their site. You'll raise money for your cause without spending a penny!  I am always one to press for using due diligence though so I would suggest that when you register with sites such as this that you don’t use your regular email address otherwise you could be bombarded with unwanted emails!  It might be prudent to create an email account with Gmail, Yahoo or hotmail for times like this!
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Electronic scale inhibitor





Point of use water filter





Ultra violet unit





Reverse osmosis unit
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What remains of my burnt out immersion heater





Ultra violet unit





Under-sink water filter unit








