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Overcome debris problems from the outset
Darren Stacey, head of sales and marketing at Lifescience Products,
explains why installers should consider playing the long game when choosing
their preferred physical water conditioner
Prior to treatment

Post treatment

Three years
after treatment

These photographs show the history of a couple of valves fitted on the hot water system of a 2,500 room luxury hotel in Las Vegas where Water-King is installed

hysical water conditioners
(PWC’s) are now almost
universally installed to
protect water heaters from
scaling - in fact over the last decade
their use as an energy saving device
has become advisory (Domestic
Heating Compliance Guide, 2006).
But there are still many plumbers
and heating engineers who remain
uncertain as to their method of
operation and, perhaps most
importantly, their effective lifespan.

zinc into the water. Others alter
elements that are already in the
water, such as iron, to create effective
nucleation points.
Because of their low cost and ease
of installation, inline magnetic or
electrolytic “scale inhibitors” are
most commonly installed by house
builders, plumbers and heating
engineers. What many people don’t
appreciate, however, is that their
effectiveness can be relatively
short-lived.

Nucleation seeds

The effects of passivity

In the main, PWC’s mitigate the
effect hard water can have on pipes,
fittings and heaters by generating
nucleation seeds that encourage scale
to form as a powder held in
suspension, rather than encrusting
surfaces. Once the scale forms in this
way, a bit like chalk dust in the
water, it is relatively stable and will
wash through a plumbing system
without causing problems.
Most commonly used PWC’s can
be divided into two categories based
on the mechanism they use to
generate nucleation seeds. Most
utilise a magnetic or electrolytic
force to dose minute quantities of

Although it’s widely acknowledged
that a zinc anode will eventually
become exhausted, it’s actually
“passivity” caused as a result of
contaminants other than calcium
scaling up the anode that’s most
likely to impede its effectiveness in
the short-term. Irrespective of a
manufacturer’s warranty, the effective
lifespan of a product could be
counted in months rather than years
if precautions are not taken to clean
away the effects of passivity.
It is not uncommon to find that a
PWC, that seemed to be doing a
pretty good job early on, shows a
significant reduction in its

P

effectiveness after a couple of years,
ultimately resulting in the failure of a
water heater due to scale.
A more long lasting solution could
be found using an effective electronic
system. These devices, which require
mains electricity, generate either a
varying electro-magnetic field in the
water or a complex radio wave rather
than relying on an inline sacrificial
anode. Generally these signals
modify the “structure” of certain
elements in the water to form seeds
onto which the scale attaches. As
long as these elements, principally
iron, are held in the water the
process is effective and, most
importantly, will continue to be so
for the life of the product.

restrictions to the water channels.
In practice what this means is that
the right electronic PWC is capable
of restoring a heater to close to full
efficiency, even after it has scaled up
following the decline in effectiveness
of an “in-line” PWC.
A device such as Water-King,
which uses wires wrapped externally
around a pipe to transmit radio
waves to the water, can deliver
continuous protection both
upstream and downstream of the
device. This means that it doesn’t
necessarily need to be installed at
the point of entry, allowing for a
quick and simple retro-fit anywhere
on the cold feed to an unvented
water heater.

The descaling process

Long-term protection

Another significant feature of some
electronic devices is their ability to
de-scale an already scaled up
plumbing system. The descaling
process uses resonance to break away
scale at the point of surface
adhesion. This can happen very
quickly, often over just a few weeks.
There is a risk that the debris created
could cause problems. This depends
on the characteristics of the scale and

Our advice to any plumbers who
might be wary of debris problems is
to overcome them from the outset by
choosing a PWC that can deliver
continuous long-term protection
when the plumbing system is new,
rather than trying to deal with the
problem after short-lived alternatives
become “passive”.

www.hpmmag.com

June 2017

enquiry number 124

