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Swimming in clearer waters
It is more than two years ago since I wrote an article on swimming pool water cleanliness and I thought it was about time I got up to date with how things are rapidly changing, even on this island where sometimes we are one step behind the rest of the world!

We are now in the 21st Century and most of us here still rely on chlorine to keep our pool water sanitised.  Things haven’t changed much in that regard since I was a child in the mid 50’s, I remember going along to the municipal baths with the school and learning to swim, and coming out with stinging eyes.  I always thought the cause of stinging eyes was from the chlorine itself, but I have since learnt that it is caused by nitrogen trichloride, this is a heavy irritant chlorine smelling gas produced as a result of chlorine combining with ammonia.  It lies on the water and attacks the bather’s eyes and can cause breathing difficulties as well. This can be a problem when pH levels are too low.  The principal reason for adding chlorine to pool water is to destroy potentially harmful micro-organisms.  In reacting with the organisms some chlorine is itself destroyed but the amount lost is very small compared to the amount added. Chlorine is also a powerful oxidising agent and much of the polluting matter introduced to the pool water by bathers is capable of oxidation.  Most of the loss of chlorine is due to such oxidation, and as a result this loss must continually be replenished to ensure there is a residual level of chlorine in the pool to deal with fresh pollution.  Another factor in the use of chlorination as a disinfectant is the importance of monitoring the pH value of the water to ensure that it stays somewhere between 7 and 8.  Where there is a pH value of 7 the chlorine disinfection is nearly 70% effective, but at a point where the water has a pH value of 8 then the chlorine disinfection is less than 20% effective.  So what do we learn from this?  Firstly, in summer months when the pool is being used it is important that the quality of the water is monitored, both for the quantity of chlorine within the water and the water’s pH value.  In the summer months most of us have our pools checked twice a week, which means for the other 5 days there must be an element of guesswork.  This is the number one reason for employing a good, reputable pool contractor who not only knows what he is doing but also does the proper checks. Unless daily checks are carried out then there has to be an element of estimation when it comes to adding the chemicals so that the pool will remain safe until the next check, so on the day of the contractors visit then there will be more than is required for that day but the chemicals will of course dilute until the next inspection some days later.  I have seen some pool contractors be in and out in less time than it takes their colleague to do a three point turn when they think no-one is at home - so what checks are they doing?  None!  I know of people that have done their own tests not long after the contractors have been to find that the chemicals have just been added willy-nilly rendering the exercise useless. Friends recently told me that their pool contractor has never tested the water but turns up regularly with a few jugs of chemicals and liberally spreads them over the pool!

So how about bringing things up to date?  There is a simple solution to taking the guesswork out of the amount of chlorine to use in the pool with the use of a saltwater chlorinator, this makes its own on-site chlorine for swimming pools by converting the mild saline pool water (about one sixth the concentration of seawater) into chlorine.  A small piece of equipment is installed in the pump room, where the saline water is electrolysed as it passes through it, as this happens one hundred per cent sodium hypochlorite (liquid chlorine) is produced for the pool.  The equipment for this type of treatment is available on the island, but when you look at the manufacturer’s website you see that the technology was developed in the early 1960’s before becoming commercially available in 1971, so even this technology is now somewhat dated.

Another way of keeping your pool water clean was introduced to the island a few years back.  This is a solution containing copper, silver, zinc, aluminium and gold. The microscopic action of these natural mineral ions with the algae and bacteria are twofold. Firstly, the algae and bacteria in the water are destroyed through a change in their enzyme processes.  Secondly, all the charged particles flock together so they can be trapped by a filter.  The ions maintain stability in the water until they are used up by this process.  Using this system is relatively simple with the pouring in of the solution into the pool and filter intake at monthly intervals.  In addition a regenerator is added every week when the pool is in frequent use, or every four weeks when not in regular use.  So this again requires regular managing to ensure that everything is ok and we are still swimming in chemicals of one type or another.
I can remember staying at a cottage in West Wales over 20 years ago where the pool water was treated by an ozone water treatment system.  The ozone process is a three-stage process, ozone is a gas produced from air and high voltage electricity.  The ozone is injected into the water and tiny bubbles saturate every drop of water and at this point the oxidation of iron, sulphur and manganese is immediate. The second part is the aeration process with the elimination of odours such as sulphur. The third and final step for removing oxidised materials is filtration, using a natural physical filter media requiring only water for backwash.  Ozone is second only to fluorine as the most powerful oxidant.  Ozone inactivates and oxidises organic metals and most organisms faster than chlorine.  Ozone also functions as a micro-flocculating agent to ‘polish’ the water and improve clarity.  With this type of system there is no guesswork as it is continuous and there are no ‘harmful’ chemicals within the water that may spoil a bather’s enjoyment.  The proud owner of the development would show off his ‘state of the art’ equipment which by today’s standards would be like comparing a valve radio to a transistor or even a microchip!  

This type of water purification has improved since being introduced way back then and until recently there was only a German system available here - it was relatively expensive but allowed one to swim in clear, fresh water.  The equipment required for this installation resembles something from Frankenstein’s laboratory with dials and wires being attached to various bits of equipment within the pump room.  I am pleased to say the 21st Century solution has now arrived on the island, this is a simple computerised box which controls a small chamber introduced to the pipework allowing one to swim in crystal clear, allergy-free water of a drinking standard, eliminating black, yellow and green algae together with bacteria, reducing the need by up to 75% for chemical sanitising and eliminating the need for flocculent, water clarifiers and algaecides.  This makes the system perfect for children and allergy sufferers and is far more environmentally friendly than standard methods.  It offers measurable cost savings and the backwash water can be used to water the garden.  The other great thing is – this is a British developed system with a five year guarantee on parts and the manufacturers are confident that they hold the key to safe water treatment for the next millennium! If any of you are interested in considering such an installation the local agents here are Octopus Pools who I am sure will be pleased to talk to you.
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Pool water treatment for this and the next millennium – a simple computer controlled box





20th Century technology providing a similar treatment now looking as ‘old hat’ as a valve radio 








