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Foreword 
Hello… I’m George Lane – I’m a Gas Safe registered heating engineer and been in the heating 

business since I was 19.  

I’ve written this book because too many unqualified and misinformed heating installers are letting 

customers like you down. 

I feel the best way to solve this problem is to help you, dear reader, so that you can make an 

informed decision when you upgrade your heating system, and spot the rogue traders for yourself. 

I hope after reading this little book, you’ll be armed with the information you need to get the perfect 

heating system – and find a great installer. 

Welcome 
Over 2000 years ago there was a mighty kingdom called Goguryeo, (now Korea). The people there 

kept warm with a system called Ondol. The smoke from their stoves warmed their floors in the 

colder months of the year.  

This primitive system was the first recorded central heating system in history.  

Today, central heating is a little more refined – it’s safe, efficient and easy to use. And it’s only going 

to get better. In the coming years technologies like solar heating, ground source heat, air recovery 

units and remote diagnostics will become commonplace. 

But for this guide, let’s focus on what’s available now for a typical home, without spending a fortune. 

This report has everything you need to know before you upgrade your boiler or your heating system.  

You won’t find any jargon or techno-babble here, just plain English explanations of everything you 

need to know - including practical advice on how to choose the right system, find the best installers, 

and which manufacturers are best.  

What Is Central Heating? 
Central heating – as you probably know – is a way of keeping your home warm by using a central 

source of energy, usually a boiler. That heat-energy moves around your home through pipes and 

heats your radiators that, in turn, warm up your home. 

Most central heating systems give you hot water as well. The heat-energy from your boiler heats up 

a hot water tank (usually in your airing cupboard) to give you hot water for baths, showers and 

washing up.  

(Some people’s boilers heat-up the hot water inside the boiler – these are called combination – or 

‘combi’ boilers.) 
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7 Reasons To Upgrade Your Central Heating System 
I’d wager you already have a heating system that does everything I’ve described above. So if it’s 

working, why replace your boiler or your whole system? 

Here are the 7 most common reasons: 

Save money on gas. If you’ve got an old boiler with a pilot light, old radiators, timer and thermostat, 

45p of every £1 you spend on gas is wasted. Whichever way you look at it, that’s a terrible waste. 

 If you upgraded your boiler, controls – and maybe even your radiators – at least 92p in every £1 you 

spend will be put to good use. Only 8p or less would be wasted. That’s quite a saving – and when 

you add it up over a year, you could save over £250. On average, that’s an extra £25 per month in 

your pocket to spend on the nicer things in life, not gas. 

Save money on breakdowns. Older boilers tend to break down more often than new boilers – and 

when they do, the problem is usually more serious and expensive.  

There’s a myth that new boilers are more complex making them more liable to go wrong. With low 

quality boilers, that may be the case. But with good quality boilers, the opposite is true. They’re 

designed with minimal moving parts and all the necessary moving parts are designed to last for as 

long as possible.  

Quality control these days is also much better than it was 30 years ago. German boilers like 

Worcester Bosch use the same quality control processes that Porsche use to build their car’s 

engines. When did you last see a broken down Porsche? 

More powerful showers and faster filling baths. When we think about central heating, most of us 

think about radiators. But did you know your central heating determines how good (or bad) your hot 

water is? An added benefit of upgrading your central heating is piping hot powerful showers and hot 

baths that fill in minutes.  

Never run out of hot water. Have you ever ran a bath or switched on the shower and realised 

you’ve ran out of hot water? With an upgraded heating system, you’ll never run out of hot water 

again. When a system is properly designed and set up, you’ll always have lovely hot water for 

whatever you want, whenever you need it. 

Create more space. It doesn’t matter whether you live in a one bedroom apartment or a 6 bedroom 

house, we all crave more space. And when you upgrade your central heating, there are plenty of 

opportunities to create more room in your home.  

Modern boilers can be installed out of the way in places like lofts, airing cupboards or garages. Some 

boilers, like combi boilers, need no tanks or cylinders either, which instantly creates space in your 

airing cupboard and loft.  

Add a touch of style to your home. Modern radiators don’t have to be long horizontal hunks of 

metal. You’ve got a great choice of stylish vertical radiators that take up less room – leaving more 

space for you to use, while making your home look great. 
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Never worry about switching the heating on again. Everything takes care of itself all year round, so 

you’ll never feel chilly and need to turn the heating up. Furthermore, you’ll never use more gas than 

you need to stay warm and cosy.  

That’s because modern heating controls use computer technology and inside and outside sensors to 

keep your home at the perfect temperature all year round.  

Clocks changed? No problem, your controls will automatically adjust. Want to change the 

temperature or programs? It’s easy – if you can use an iPod or Sky TV, you’ll find these controls a 

breeze. 

Why The Cheap Option Isn’t Always The Best Option 
Along with replacing your kitchen or bathroom, upgrading your central heating is one of the most 

important and expensive things you can do to your home.  

But with central heating – unlike a new bathroom or kitchen – it’s hard to see where your money 

goes. Most things are tucked away under floorboards or in cupboards. So all you see for your money 

is a few pipes and radiators! This makes it difficult to tell the difference between a cheap, nasty 

heating system – and high quality one. 

So what’s the difference between a Rolls Royce and an old banger of a system? 

There are 5 main factors: 

Factor 1. Design and consultation. 

It doesn’t matter if you’re replacing your boiler or your whole heating system – it’s important to get 

something that’s “just right” for you. Because if you don’t, you could be living with a badly designed 

heating system for decades (modern boilers can last 15 years and new systems in excess of 25 

years).  

So what happens if your system is badly designed? You’ll be too cold in the winter months, radiators 

may take ages to heat-up or not heat up at all, some rooms will be too hot but others will be too 

cold, your hot water may only be luke-warm in the winter months, or even just dribble out – and 

plenty of other niggly things like clicking or creaking pipes.  

But if you take the time to work out exactly what you need and what’s best for your home, you’ll 

save time, money and frustration in the future. That’s why it’s essential to find a good heating 

company you can trust in the early planning stages of your project. They’ll give you helpful ideas, 

investigate any technical obstacles and guide you through the whole process of picking the perfect 

heating upgrade. 

Factor 2. Materials used.  

The boiler is the heart of your heating system and the better your boiler, the longer it’ll last.  

https://thamesboilers.co.uk/
https://zoomquotes.youcanbook.me/


www.ThamesBoilers.co.uk 
Book A Virtual Video Boiler Quote Here 

Good quality German boilers should last around 15 years before they need replacing, whereas 

cheaper, lower quality ones may only serve you for 5 – 7 years. Quite a difference.  

Radiators – even though they’re simple components, vary enormously in quality and price. Cheaper 

radiators don’t go through the rigorous testing that the higher quality ones do, so the manufacturers 

daren’t guarantee them for as long as the better ones.  

Heating controls that regulate room temperature and tell your heating when to switch on or off vary 

in quality as well. The good ones are easy to use and last as long as your boiler. The cheaper ones are 

temperamental, hard to use and don’t last half as long. Then there are the less obvious, hidden 

materials in your heating system: The things you’d never usually notice, unless they go wrong. A 

good example of this is thermostatic radiator valves, the things that are fitted to your radiator and 

help control the room’s temperature.  Did you know there’s only one brand whose valves don’t 

eventually stick and stop your radiator from working?  

Also, did you know there are two kinds of radiator vents? One is built into the radiator and the other 

is removable. Removable vents are better because if the vent ever starts to leak, you simply need to 

change the vent, not the whole radiator.  

Then there’s the copper pipe used to connect your boiler, cylinder, radiators – and everything else. 

Most tradesmen think otherwise, but all copper pipe is not alike. In fact the cheap copper pipe is 

diluted with other metals, such as tin, and the walls of the pipes are thinner – making it liable to 

split. Whereas the “black label” copper pipe meets with the stringent European standard EN1057, 

comes with a 25 year guarantee and has thicker walls.  

Another consideration is the kind of fittings used to connect the copper pipe. These days there are 

lots of “bargain” copper fittings on sites like Ebay. But some of these cheap fittings don’t meet with 

British Standards (BS: 864), which means there’s no guarantee they won’t split, crack or leak. Crikey. 

 Finally, you need to consider the lagging used to protect your pipes against freezing in places like 

your loft or garage. You’ll find a lot of installers use felt lagging or thin foam lagging which is cheaper 

than the thicker 19mm foam lagging which meets British Standards. It may seem trivial, but when 

you consider how cold our winters have been recently, that extra protection could save you burst 

pipes and a big insurance claim. 

 

Factor 3. Skill of tradesmen, time taken and installation process.  

Even if you choose the finest materials made to the highest quality, if they’re poorly installed, your 

system will be ruined. So it’s important to find good competent engineers to install them.  

About half the cost of your heating upgrade is made up of labour. And the labour portion of your 

project can vary wildly, depending on the engineers you use and how long they take to complete the 

project. 
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 As you know, all professionals who are amongst the best in their profession charge the highest 

rates. A London Barrister will charge more than a local solicitor - and a Harley Street dentist will cost 

more than a newly qualified one with a small practice out of town. So too with good heating 

engineers.  

You’ll find the busiest, most sought-after and skilled engineers will be amongst the most expensive. 

You’ll also find dozens of engineers who’ll work for less than half the price. Why would they do such 

a thing? It’s usually for two reasons… 

 The first reason is they’re so desperate to generate business, they slash their prices in the hope of 

attracting new customers. This is dangerous for both you and the engineer – I’ll explain why shortly.  

The second reason is because they think the job will take them less time to complete, which can also 

be a red flag. If an engineer plans to do your job in half the time of the others, watch out. They may 

be a little more athletic than others and save a little time with sheer fitness, but most of the time 

saved is on important things like Powerflushing (more on this later) and pipework.  

Now more on the dangers of cheap gas engineers… A tradesman who works for a fraction of the 

money other similar men get is in a bad state, mentally. I’ve seen it dozens of times. Their pride in 

their work gradually erodes and they rush to finish your project so they can move on to the next 

one. And because the quality of their workmanship is sacrificed for speed, they get less business 

from recommendations and slash their prices even further to generate work, which only makes 

things worse.  

So even though bargain basement labour is an almost irresistible temptation, don’t give in. You’ll get 

a shoddy job by a despondent engineer who’s racing against the clock.  

Speaking of the clock, the higher the labour aspect of your project, the more time your engineers 

will take. I’m not talking about wasting time here and “stringing it out”. It’s removing the pressure 

on your engineer so they can work to a high standard. They have time to powerflush properly, clip 

your pipes correctly which prevents them creaking and tapping, clean aggressive flux off your pipes 

to stop leaks in the future, replace your floorboards and carpets with care – and where necessary, 

carefully move your belongings to access pipe routes - not manhandle them. So while it’s unwise to 

pay over the top for labour, dealing with the lowest bidders could be disastrous. 

 

Factor 4. Compliance and safety.  

Did you know there are at least 15 British Standards, Gas Safety Regulations, Health and Safety 

documents, and Building Regulations your heating system must comply with?  

Most of these are wrapped up under 3 areas you need to know about.  

The first are the gas regulations which are governed by Gas Safe (formerly known as CORGI). They’re 

there to make sure your boiler – and your other gas appliances - are safe, so they won’t cause an 

explosion or poison you with carbon monoxide.  
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Next are the building regulations on energy efficiency known as “Document L” or “Part L” of the 

building regulations. They’re in force to help reduce carbon emissions, save you money on gas and 

ensure your boiler, heating controls and system design are as energy efficient as possible.  

Finally are the domestic electrical regulations known to most people as “Part P”. This is similar to 

Gas Safe but for minor electrical work, such as installing an electrical supply to your heating system. 

It’s there to make sure your electrical system is safe, which protects you against shocks or electrical 

fires.  

If you choose a good quality heating installation, you’ll receive a certificate from Gas Safe a few 

weeks after the project is complete which verifies your installation complies with gas regulations and 

Part L of the building regulations. You’ll also receive a certificate from an electrical regulatory body 

(usually NIC EIC or ELECSA or NAPIT) saying your central heating electrics comply with Part P of the 

building regulations.  

You may not receive all of these certificates with a cheaper installation because the company may 

not hold all the relevant qualifications to register your installation with these bodies. The downside 

of this is there’s no assurance your installation is safe and you may have difficulty selling your home 

without these documents.  

 

Factor 5. Guarantees and after sales service.  

 Heating and hot water are both essential things that are hard to live without. So if you upgrade your 

central heating and something goes wrong, what happens? 

 There’s no clear answer and it depends the company you use. Let me explain…  

Your boiler comes with a guarantee from the manufacturer which can be between 1 and 5 years, 

depending on the manufacturer and their relationship with your installer. However if the boiler 

manufacturer’s engineer comes to fix it under guarantee and finds it hasn’t been installed properly – 

usually because the boiler is blocked with sludge – your guarantee will be invalid and you'll be stuck.  

So your boiler must be installed properly if you want the manufacturer’s guarantee to be honoured. 

Other than your boiler, the rest of the installation is guaranteed by your heating installation 

company, which will usually last between 1 and 6 years.  

Depending on who you choose, that may be a “one man band”, and huge national company – or 

something in between. If you choose a “one man band” heating installer they may be a great, 

consciences person – but what if your heating breaks down when they’re on holiday or ill? On the 

opposite end of the scale, will a big national company be as responsive, and will they send a capable 

engineer with previous knowledge of your system?  

Many people choose a large, national company because of the sheer number of engineers they 

employ, their accountability if things go wrong, and the fact they’re unlikely to go out of business 
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any time soon. But this comes at a price. A large national company’s heating installations usually 

cost at least 50% more than a local company.  

There is a middle ground though -- So you’re not on hold to an Indian call centre for an hour with a 

big national firm – and you don’t find your local friendly fitter is in the Canary Islands when your 

boiler stops working. A medium sized local company should give you the best of both: a friendly 

service with people who know your heating system intimately with a company big enough to get a 

good engineer to you quickly.  

Some small and medium companies underwrite their guarantees, so even if they go bust, or become 

chronically ill, your guarantee will still be valid – and another approved company will take care of 

things for you. These are called Insurance Backed Guarantees. A popular scheme in the plumbing 

and heating industry is call PlumbSure which is organised by the Chartered Institute of Plumbing and 

Heating Engineering (CIPHE) and covers your installation for 6 years. 

So as you can see, there’s a big difference between a cheap system and an expensive one. So now 

you know more about the finer details of great central heating, let’s talk about boilers in more detail. 

Which Boiler And Heating System Is Best For You? 
It’s a difficult question – and the most honest answer is “it depends”.  

It depends on: 

• Your water mains pressure and flow rate (how hard and how quickly your cold water supply 

to your home flows out of the kitchen tap). 

• How many bathrooms or shower rooms you have. 

• Whether you regularly run more than one tap at the same time (eg: Someone is washing up 

while somebody else is having a shower). 

• Whether you prefer baths or showers. 

• How much hot water you use throughout the day. 

• The size of your home. 

• How many radiators you have - or plan to have fitted. 

• How much space you have in your loft and airing cupboard. 

• Your budget – and whether you’re willing to give up some performance elements to save 

money. 

As you can see, you can’t be absolutely sure unless you talk to a good heating engineer and have 

them survey your home. They’ll be able to make allowances for your type of home, you and your 

family’s needs and other technical aspects unique to your home.  
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However, if you’re still researching things and aren’t ready to contact installers yet, you may find this 

rough guide helpful. It will guide you towards the best kind of boiler for you out of heat-only, 

system, or combination boilers. 

How The Water Mains Affects Your Decision 
When you think about getting a new boiler or heating system, you may not have considered your 

water mains pressure and how it can affect your choice of boiler. 

But it's important. Here's why… 

A large proportion of modern boilers are called "combi boilers" -- and a lot of modern hot water 

cylinder's are called "unvented cylinders". Both of these important parts of your heating system 

need your incoming water mains pressure to be quite high and have a high rate of flow to work 

properly. 

So before you decide which kind of boiler is best for you, you need to find out the pressure and flow 

rate of your incoming water mains. 

A good heating engineer can do this when they give you a quote for your heating upgrade. They 

have all the tools and measuring equipment to record your water mains flow rate and pressure. 

However, if you'd like to check this yourself, you can buy the relevant tools online -- 

although they are quite expensive, especially if you're only doing one test. 

Here are some links that may help you: 

http://www.bhl.co.uk/product/REGIN_REGR50_MAINS_WATER_PRESS_TEST_KIT 

http://www.jmwlimited.co.uk/Flowmate_FM10_Weir_Gauge.html 

 

If you discover you have low water mains pressure, don't worry. There are several ways of getting 

around the problem, depending on your personal needs and your budget. 

The best thing to do is discuss this with your heating engineer when they come to give you a quote. 

How Hot Water Affects Your Decision 
It may sound silly, but one of the biggest factors when it comes to choosing your boiler is your water 

usage. How come? It's quite simple. 

You see, most boilers available today can heat your home quite adequately. But not all boilers have 

the power to cope with our hot water demands.  

For instance, if you live in a one-bedroom house or flat with one other person, your hot water 

requirements will be quite different than if you lived in a six bedroom house with three bathrooms 

and five other people.  
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A boiler that would work perfectly in a one-bedroom house set up would struggle enormously in a 

six bedroom house. 

So when you're choosing your new boiler or heating system, you need to ask yourself: 

• How many bathrooms or shower rooms do you have? 

• And how often is more than one tap running at the same time? (For instance, if you are 

having a shower while somebody else is washing up) 

If you regularly have more than one tap running at the same time, (which is quite likely if there are 

two or more of you living in your house), you need to think about a system that will give you enough 

hot water flow for both taps. Something like a very powerful combi boiler, or a system that 

incorporates a hot water cylinder to store your hot water ready for use.  

And the more bathrooms you have, the more likely it is for people to be using them at the same 

time. So it's important to specify a system that can provide enough hot water flow, even if 

everybody is using all the bathrooms at the same time. 

If you get this aspect of the design process wrong, you'll find that your water pressure will drop 

when another tap is turned on, which can be infuriating. 

For instance, if your partner is having a shower and you turn on the hot tap downstairs, your partner 

will lose pressure in the shower -- something that they probably won't thank you for. 

The Three Kinds Of Boilers Explained  
There are three kinds of boilers available: combination (combi), heat-only, and system. In the section 

below I'll explain what they do, what they are suitable for, the advantages and the disadvantages. 

Heat-only boiler 

What it does: a heat only boiler (as its name implies) is used simply as a source of heat in your 

heating system. Everything else is taken care of by other parts of your heating system outside the 

boiler, such as the pump, cylinder, motorized valves, cylinder etc. 

What they are suitable for: they make an excellent like-for-like replacement of an old wall mounted 

boiler, when you don't want to overhaul your entire heating system. They are also good on heating 

systems that have stored hot water (i.e. a hot water cylinder). 

Advantages: smaller than combi or system boilers; cheaper than combi your system boilers; can be 

used as direct replacements for older wall mounted boilers. 

Disadvantages: you may need to buy other components such as a hot water cylinder, pump, 

cylinder, motorised valves etc to complete the installation. This may make a heat-only boiler more 

expensive in the long run. 
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System boiler 

What it does: Similar to a heat-only boiler (see above), a system boiler acts as the source of heat in 

your heating system – but unlike a heat-only boiler, a system boiler has some of the heating system’s 

other components built in. Most system boilers come with a pump, expansion vessel and pressure 

relief valve built in. So you won’t need to buy a pump - and you’ll be able to remove your small tank 

in the loft, (if you have one) called the feed and expansion tank, because the expansion vessel and 

pressure relief valve take care of these jobs. This is called a “sealed system”.  

If you have a system boiler or a combi boiler fitted, your heating system will become a “sealed 

system”. (See advantages and disadvantages for more info) 

 

What they’re suitable for: A system boiler is ideal if you’d like to have a modern heating system, but 

you still need a hot water cylinder to give you hot water.* 

*You’ll need a hot water cylinder if you have more than one bath or shower room at home – 

or if there’s a good chance of you regularly using more than one tap at once. 

 

Advantages: Save a little space in your loft, because you don’t need a feed and expansion tank; Save 

money on a heating pump, because it’s included; reduce the chance of getting sludge in your heating 

system or your radiators rotting – this is because there’s less chance of air getting into a sealed 

system, which can cause sludge and corrosion in the system. 

Disadvantages: System boilers are a little larger than heat-only boilers – in fact, they’re the same 

size as combi boilers. If you have a very old or badly maintained heating system, the additional 

pressure of a sealed system may expose weak points in your heating system, and could cause leaks 

on your pipes or radiators. 

 

Combi (Combination) boiler 

What it does: Combi boilers are popular because they’re all you need to give you heating and hot 

water – all in one unit. So no need for tanks in the loft, a hot water cylinder, or external pumps and 

valves. 

What they’re suitable for: Small and medium sized properties with one bathroom. Households 

where it’s unlikely to have more than one tap running at once (that includes washing machines and 

toilets). 

Advantages: Save space in your loft and airing cupboard – because there’s no need for tanks or a hot 

water cylinder. Powerful showers – because a combi boiler’s hot water supply comes straight from 
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your water mains, your water pressure is usually quite good, which means nice, powerful showers – 

without fitting a pump. 

Disadvantages: If you run more than one tap at once - or flush the loo or run the washing machine – 

you’ll notice a drop in water pressure. For instance, if you’re having a shower and someone else 

flushes the toilet, your shower will lose pressure and possibly run to a dribble until the toilet has 

filled. Also, if your boiler ever breaks down, you won’t have any hot water back up from an 

immersion heater in your hot water cylinder. 

 

So although it’s impossible for me to say which boiler is most suitable for you, you’ve hopefully got a 

rough idea of what may work best in your home.  

How To Control Your Heating 
When most people think about upgrading their heating, they mostly think about boilers and 

radiators -- and not about heating controls. But when you're choosing your heating system, if you 

pick the right controls, you'll feel more comfortable and save yourself an additional 10 to 15% on 

your heating bills every year. 

So let's look at them in a bit more detail: 

 

What are they? 

Your heating controls are your heating timer, room thermostat and thermostatic radiator valves. 

They switch your heating on and off when you need it - and keep your home at a comfortable 

temperature without wasting energy. 

 

Why they're important to you: 

Two main reasons. They keep you warm without you having to think about it; and they save you 

money.  

And the best part is they don't cost the earth to buy. 

Let's have a look at what's available... 

 

Programmable Room Thermostat 
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This does the job of your room thermostat and heating timer together in one simple unit. 

It's small, stylish and easy to use - with a large back-lit LCD display. 

It's wireless too - which means no need to install unsightly cables on cut channels in your wall. 

 

It's not all fancy displays and wireless controls though - these units are clever. So clever, in fact, that 

they learn how long it takes your home to heat up, then fire your boiler in advance so your rooms' 

are the perfect temperature at just the right time. 

This is great because when you get up in the morning or arrive home from work, your come will be 

warm and cosy. Also, you'll save on gas because your boiler won't be using gas unnecessarily.  

 

Weather Compensator 

A weather compensator is similar to a programmable room thermostat, but with one important 

difference: It measures outside air temperature as well as the temperature in your home. 

Why is this important? Because the weather compensator takes inside and outside air temperature 

into account, then calculates how hard to fire your boiler. 

For instance, if it's a mild spring day, your boiler may only run on 40% power - which is plenty to 

keep you warm on a day like that. But if it's the middle of winter and -3 degrees outside, the 

weather compensator will tell your boiler to fire at 100% power to keep you warm. 

This is good news for you because you'll always keep nice and warm, but your boiler won't ever work 

harder than it needs to. So you save money while keeping cosy. 

 

Thermostatic radiator valves 

These work alongside your weather compensator or programmable room thermostat and they fit on 

your radiators. Think of thermostatic radiator valves as "fine tuning" your home's temperature. You 

can adjust each of your room's temperatures’ individually by simply turning the thermostatic 

radiator valve up or down on each rooms’ radiator. So if someone in your house likes a warm 

bedroom, they can turn it up in their room -- and if you like a cooler bedroom you can turn yours 

down. 

 

These controls, coupled with a good condensing boiler, can really know your gas bills down. 

Especially in the winter months. 
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Who Makes The Best Boilers? 
This is a very common question. And if you talk to enough heating installers, you'll get a different 

answer from each one - and each one will swear blind they know best. 

Which? Magazine regularly surveys homeowners and heating engineers about boilers, then compiles 

the results in their magazine. 

The top 3 brands who are consistently awarded the Which? Best Buy award are: 

• Viessmann 

• Vaillant 

• Worcester Bosch 

I can personally vouch for all 3 brands, however, from experience, I find Viessmann to be the best 

quality and best value boiler brand of the top three. 

How To Protect Your New Boiler 
Once you’ve chosen a combi, system or heat-only boiler, and specified a good brand like Viessmann, 

it’s all plain-sailing, right? 

Not quite yet. Now we need to think about protecting your boiler. But protect it from what, exactly?  

In a word, sludge. Sludge that’s in your pipes and radiators can get into your boiler, block it up and 

stop it working.  

In modern boilers - unlike older, simpler ones – sludge can do a lot of damage to the boiler’s internal 

workings. This is because the parts affected by the sludge (like heat-exchangers) are very difficult to 

de-sludge. So much so that it’s easier and cheaper to replace them. They’re pretty expensive to 

replace too. A main heat exchanger for a Vaillant Ecotec comes in at about £450 at the time of 

writing. 

And even if your boiler is under warranty by the manufacturer, the warranty doesn’t cover damage 

to the boiler caused by sludge. This means if your new boiler is installed on a sludgy heating system, 

it’s not pessimistic to guess your repair bill could be around the £1000 mark if the boiler blocked 

badly. 

So, like all things, it’s best to prevent the problem before it starts.  

There are 3 steps your installer needs to take when he or she installs your new boiler.  

They are:  

1. Powerflushing 

2. Magnetic filter system 
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3. Chemical inhibitor 

(These steps only apply when you’re replacing your boiler, but keeping your old pipes and radiators. 

So if you plan to have a whole new heating system fitted, the following doesn’t apply – although new 

systems still need a chemical flush and a chemical inhibitor added to the heating water.) 

 

Powerflushing 

Powerflushing is a process that removes most of the sludge from your pipes and radiators before 

your boiler is fitted. 

It’s quite involved – it takes around a day to do – but is very worthwhile. 

Your installer will temporarily attach a powerflushing machine to your heating system, usually by 

taking off a radiator and connecting the Powerflush to the radiator’s pipes. 

A powerflushing machine is - to describe it simply - a big powerful pump. Here’s how it cleans your 

heating system... 

First, it circulates water around your pipes and radiators at high velocity (not high pressure, so it 

won’t blow any joints), which picks up some of the sludge in your heating system. 

Next your heating engineer will do an initial flush of the system, which gets the loose pieces of 

sludge out. They’ll do this by pumping the dirty water out of your system to a drain (know as 

“dumping”) while putting fresh water from the water mains back into the system. So this flushing 

process will get rid of the sludgy water and replace it with clean water. 

After this first flush, it’s time to put a cleaning chemical in the heating system while keeping the 

Powerflush running. This chemical will work its way around your pipes and radiators, and will begin 

to loosen the more stubborn pieces of sludge and other debris in your heating system. Once the 

chemical has circulated around the whole system, your heating engineer will shut off all your 

radiators except one. This radiator will get the “full force” of the Powerflush to loosen as much 

sludge as possible. Your engineer will probably tap the radiator with a rubber mallet or use a drill 

with a special adaptor to help loosen even more sludge.  

After 5-10 minutes, most of the sludge in that radiator will be suspended in the water and ready to 

be dumped out.  

He or she will do this on every radiator in your system and for your hot water cylinder if you have 

one.  

Then it’s time to flush the sludge out of each radiator individually. As before, the dirty water from 

the radiator is “dumped” out to a drain and replaced with fresh water from the mains. This could 

take between 5 and 30 minutes, depending on how dirty the radiator is. When the water is perfectly 

clear, the engineer will close this radiator off and go on to the next radiator. 
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Once all the radiators are flushed individually, the system is again flushed as a whole by opening all 

the radiators and letting the water circulate all ’round the system. Some of the cleaning chemicals 

used in powerflushing are acidic, so to make sure your heating water is perfectly safe, your engineer 

should do a “PH test”. This is a simple test which tells you how acidic or alkaline the water in your 

heating system is. We’re looking for it to be neutral (PH 7), so if the water is a little acidic, your 

engineer will add some alkaline crystals to bring things down to normal. 

Then it’s simply a case of draining the heating system, taking the Powerflush off, and making a start 

on your boiler job. 

The next step in protecting your boiler from sludge is to fit a magnetic filter. 

 

Magnetic Filter 

The sludge you get in a heating system is made up of iron oxide, which is magnetic. And a few years 

ago, someone had a great idea: Why not put a magnet on a heating pipe near the boiler to catch any 

sludge before it does damage? 

So simple. So obvious. And I still kick myself for not thinking of it. 

Anyway, this idea has been refined by several leading companies who make magnetic filters. They 

are Magnclean and Fernox. (There are other companies who make these gadgets, but they aren’t as 

well known.) Magnaclean were the first with these filters, so from now on, I’m going to refer to a 

magnetic filter as a Magnaclean. Kind of like when people refer to vacuum cleaners as Hoovers. You 

get the idea. 

A Magnaclean is a black plastic cylinder about the size of a pint glass with a screw cap lid. It’s got two 

connections – one top, one bottom – that connect it to your heating pipe called the “return” pipe 

near your boiler. Inside the Magnaclean is big powerful magnet which attracts sludge. The idea is 

that all the sludge from the system sticks to the magnet before it hits your new boiler. 

A lot of people ask if it’s necessary to fit a Magnalclean if their heating system has just been 

powerflushed... and the answer is always “yes”. 

You see, a good powerflush will remove most of the sludge from your heating system, but it won’t 

catch every last bit. A Magnaclean however, will. 

Also, if you’ve got old radiators, very fine layers of sludge can stick to their inner walls. In time, this 

sludge can fall off in flakes after the system has been powerflushed. If this happens, the Magnaclean 

will pick the sludge up before it hits your boiler, protecting it from damage. 

So a Magnaclean is definitely worth the investment. 
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Chemical Inhibitor.  

Heating engineers have been using chemical inhibitor for years. You may know it by its brand name, 

Fernox (although there are other good brands out there as well). 

An inhibitor is a liquid chemical that your heating engineer will put in your heating system when he 

re-fills it. This inhibitor will stay in your heating system and will prevent sludge and scale from 

building up in your boiler, pipes and radiators.  

This means that once you’ve had your system powerflushed, the inhibitor will make sure the sludge 

doesn’t come back. 

It’s cheap (about £20) but a great investment. 

The Truth About Guarantees 
A lot of people I talk to think central heating guarantees are straight forward – like the kind you get 

on your telly at Curry’s. Not so. 

In this section, my aim is to enlighten you in the dark art of guarantees and who’s responsible for 

them. 

Here goes: 

 

Who covers what? 

When you buy a new boiler, you get two guarantees: one from the heating engineer (if they supplied 

the boiler) and one from the boiler manufacturers.  

These guarantees can be between 1 and 12 years.  

In simple terms, the boiler manufacturers guarantee everything inside the boiler; and the heating 

engineer guarantees his work outside the boiler. 

For instance, if the circuit board failed on your new boiler, the manufacturers would send out one of 

their engineers to replace it, free of charge (because the problem was inside the boiler). 

But if one of the pipes your heating engineer installed had a leak, your heating engineer would come 

back to fix it, free of charge (because the problem was outside the boiler). 

Makes sense so far?  

So now let’s talk about where people can get caught out in some murky grey areas... 

 

https://thamesboilers.co.uk/
https://zoomquotes.youcanbook.me/


www.ThamesBoilers.co.uk 
Book A Virtual Video Boiler Quote Here 

Bad installation 

Most boiler manufacturers won’t guarantee your boiler unless it’s been installed properly. 

In my experience, there are 3 main reasons manufactures refuse to honour their guarantees. They 

are: 

1. Sludge in the system that’s damaged the boiler. This is usually because the installer hasn’t 

powerflushed the system and installed a Magnaclean. If the manufacturer’s engineer finds 

sludge in the boiler, your guarantee will be invalid. 

2. Incomplete Benchmark Logbook. I’ll be talking more about the Benchmark Logbook a little 

later. But for now, all you need to know is that it’s a detailed form (usually at the back of the 

boiler’s instruction book) that your installer must complete. It’s evidence your boiler has 

been installed and commissioned properly. If this is incomplete or missing, it indicates a sub 

standard installation, and the manufacturer’s may not guarantee your boiler. 

3. Un-commissioned boiler. All modern boilers need a degree of setting up and testing before 

the job is finished. Some installers avoid this to save time. However, quite a few boiler 

problems (especially noise) can be caused by an un-commissioned boiler. And if the 

manufacturer’s come out, only to find the problem is due to a poorly set up boiler, they’re 

likely to charge for the call-out. 

So if you make sure your system has been powerflushed, you’ve got a Magnaclean installed, your 

installer has completed the Benchmark Logbook and commissioned your boiler properly, you’ll be 

fine. 

 

Buy it yourself? 

If you buy your boiler yourself, from an online store or a shop, things can get a little tricky. Here’s 

how... 

Let’s say you bought your boiler yourself, then paid a heating engineer to install it. It worked well for 

6 months, then one day, you hot water is barely luke-warm. Who do you call?  

If you call the manufacturer first, but the problem is actually an installation fault, the manufacturer 

may charge you for the call-out. 

On the other hand, if you call your installer first, but the problem is with the boiler, your installer 

may charge you for a wasted journey and call-out. 

See how this is getting complicated? 

My advice, not being an expert in consumer law, is to let your installer supply your boiler and all the 

other materials.  
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That way (as far as my limited legal knowledge goes) the buck stops with your installer. It’s their 

responsibility to see whether the problem is with the boiler or with their work. And if they’re a good 

company, they’ll arrange for the manufacturers to fix the boiler on your behalf if the fault is within 

the boiler. 

Now this approach may cost you a little more. You may not be able to save that extra £60 or so on 

your boiler by buying through your installer. However, if anything goes wrong, that extra 60 quid will 

be money well spent. 

New equipment on a dodgy old system 

This is when a heating upgrade (like a boiler replacement), can cause a problem with other existing 

parts of the heating system. 

For instance, if you convert an old traditional heating system to a combi boiler, the system is under 

more pressure which, very occasionally, can cause a leak on old pipes or radiators. 

If that happens, who’s responsible for fixing the problem? 

If the installer has carried out their work with reasonable care and skill, should it be down to them? 

After all, their work is fine. It’s your old heating pipes that are causing the problem.  

But at the same time, how could you predict your old pipes would be a problem? So it’s not your 

fault either. 

In a case like this, nobody is to blame. It’s just back luck. 

Someone still has to foot the bill though.  

That’s why it’s very important to agree with your installer, before work begins, who will be 

responsible for problems with your existing system, if any occur. 

Most installers will not be held responsible for an old existing system, because if there’s a big 

problem, it could cost them a lot of money to put right. 

However, if they’re anything like me, they won’t mind correcting something small, even if the 

contract says otherwise. 

Like all things in life, if both you and your installer know where you stand from the beginning, you’ll 

both be okay. 

Which leads nicely into... 
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How To Find A Great Installer 
This is the most important part of this guide so far. Your installer can either make your job run 

without a hitch - or cause you an absolute nightmare. So we’re going to spend some time on this.  

 

The Gas Safe Myth 

Let’s start with Gas Safe. Gas Safe used to be called CORGI and is the regulatory body when it comes 

to gas in the UK. 

If anyone works on a gas appliance or pipe for you, they need to be registered with Gas Safe. 

Otherwise they’re breaking the law and your house insurance will probably be invalid. (Bet you 

didn’t know about the house insurance, did you?) 

Anyway, where people go wrong, is when they think Gas Safe is some kind of magical thing that’ll 

guarantee their installer will be good.  

That’s way off. All Gas Safe cares about is whether your gas installation is safe and installed to all the 

relevant regulations. They don’t care if your installer rips you off, over charges, or doesn’t finish the 

job. As long as the gas side of things is safe, they’re happy. Even if you’re not. 

So... although it’s vital that your installer is Gas Safe registered, you need to do a bit more research 

before you know they’re good and trustworthy. 

Let’s go into that now... 

 

Where to start?  

If someone you trust knows a good heating engineer, get in touch with them first. But still do the 

same research on them as everyone else. That’s because even recommended installers could be 

dodgy, and your friend may not have noticed. I’ve seen it happen. 

The next step is to go on the Gas Safe register website, gassaferegister.co.uk, and enter your 

postcode. You’ll get a list of registered gas installers in your area.  

On the list, you’ll see all the kinds of work they’re registered for. You need to make sure they’re 

registered for: 

• Gas boilers 

• Combustion analysis 

• And pipework 

These are the minimum qualifications and engineer needs to install a boiler in your home. 
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Once you’ve got your list of local installers who are qualified, you now need to get some quotes then 

separate the wheat from the chaff. 

How To Read A Quote 
In this section, I’m going to veer off onto the slippery slope of amateur contract law. I want you to 

know up-front that I’m no legal expert and nothing in here should be taken as legal advice. 

Everything you’re about to read has been gleaned from working in the business all my life and 

casually talking to people from trading standards and the legal profession.  

This does not mean that any legal information here is accurate. It probably isn’t – and you should 

verify everything here with a legal professional or your local trading standards.  

With that said, let’s dive in... 

 

What makes a good quote? 

There are a few elements that make up a good quote. Once you’ve read this section, you’ll be able 

to spot one easily. Let’s look at them now: 

• You and your installer’s name and address. This is important because it makes clear who 

the agreement is between. 

• Where the work is going to be carried out. (Only relevant if the work is being carried out in 

a place other than where you live). 

• The details of the work that will be done (also known as the specification). Quotes with 

exact details of what will happen are much better than vague ones that make general 

statements.** This is because there’s less chance of confusion and misunderstandings 

between you and your installer. The more information the better. 

• Guarantees. This should say how long the workmanship, the boiler and other materials are 

guaranteed for – and who covers the guarantee: the installer or the manufacturer of the 

equipment. 

• The price. This price should be clear and include VAT. If it doesn’t include VAT, it should say 

so clearly. 

• Terms and conditions. These are the things you and the installer agree to for the work to be 

carried out. Make sure you read this and raise any queries you might have before you sign. 

**EG: “Supply and install a new Vaillant Ecotec Plus 831, with a rear horizontal flue, in your 

kitchen next to your wall mounted cupboard” is much better than “Install a new boiler in a 

suitable location” 
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All of the above points are pretty self explanatory, with the exception of the Specification and the 

Terms and Conditions. So let’s look at them in a bit more detail... 

 

Specification 

The specification is a list of all the things your installer agrees to do for the price he’s quoted. Nothing 

more and nothing less. 

That means even if you’ve verbally agreed for the installer to do something, but it’s not in the 

specification, the installer is not obliged to do it. 

For instance, let’s say you get a quote for a boiler change and mention you’d like a radiator moved as 

well. The installer says he’ll do it whilst he’s changing the boiler. But when you get your quote, 

there’s no mention of moving your radiator. 

If you then used this installer to do your job, you’d find it very hard to make him move your radiator 

as he promised – even if you went to court. This is because there’s no hard evidence your installer 

agreed to do this.  

Make sense so far? Good. 

It works the other way too. You might ask your heating installer to do more work while they’re 

already doing your installation. How would that work? 

Picture this: You’re halfway through having your boiler changed, and you realise you never liked the 

radiator in your lounge. Wouldn’t now be the perfect time to get your installer to change it for you? 

After all, he’s here anyway, and you might even get it a little cheaper.  

What do you do in this situation? The short answer is, treat it like a separate job. Talk about money 

up-front and get everything in writing (or email).  

So if you wanted to get that radiator changed, you can ask your installer for a quote to change it 

whilst he’s doing your boiler change (make sure the quote has got everything in the list above). But 

you must not give the go-ahead – nor should the installer start the radiator job – until a proper 

written quote has been received and agreed upon. 

Over-kill? Not at all. I speak to customers and all kinds of tradesmen nearly every day, and almost all 

the disputes they have come from “extras”. That’s extra work being added to the job, without both 

parties agreeing on cost, in writing. 

So if you need extra work while your installation is being carried out, tread carefully.  

 

Terms and Conditions 
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They say “the Devil is in the detail”, and it’s never been truer with terms and conditions. Also known 

as a Customer Agreement or a Service Agreement – or any other variety of names some companies 

give them. 

 

Some installers don’t have any Terms and Conditions whatsoever. This may be a cause for concern 

as neither you nor the installer will know where you stand if something unexpected happens, or you 

get into a dispute. 

A good set of Terms and Conditions (T&C’s) will be clear and lay out exactly what you and your 

installer agree to do. Both you and your installer should sign them – and you should both keep a 

copy. 

Because all T&C’s vary from company to company, it’s hard to say what they will contain. So the only 

advice I can give is read them thoroughly. And if you’re unsure about anything in them, for goodness 

sake, don’t sign. Contact the installer and ask them to amend the bit you aren’t happy about before 

you sign. If they can’t do this, you might want to consider another firm. 

How To Compare A Quote 
I once read an eye-opening study about how people shop. The thing that grabbed me was this:  

When we have limited knowledge of the thing we’re buying, we rely on the price alone to make our 

decision. 

Classic example is ordering wine in a restaurant (and I do this myself). Most of us are clueless when 

it comes to choosing a good wine, so we look at the wine list, we go through the prices, and pick 

something in the middle. Not too cheap, not too expensive. 

All well and good for when you’re buying the old Vino Collapso. Doesn’t work so well when forking 

out a few grand for a central heating upgrade. 

So let’s look at how to compare quotes and find the best one. 

There are 7 things you need to weigh up when you make your final decision – here they are, in no 

particular order... 

• Price: It’s not a good idea to base your whole decision on price, but it’s still an important 

factor. 

• Specification: Does the quote go into detail about what you’ll get? Does it make an effort to 

be clear and up-front, not vague? 

• The boiler and the materials: Is it a good boiler? Vaillant, Worcester Bosch and Viessmann 

are the best. Anything less, in my opinion, is second best. Also, what are the other materials 

like – are they specifying good brand names like Honeywell, Stelrad and other big names? 
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• Guarantees: Who guarantees what, and for how long? We’ve covered guarantees already, 

so I won’t repeat myself. 

• Previous customers: Did you speak to them – and what did you think? This is a big one. In 

fact, I’d avoid any company that either didn’t give me customers’ contact details, or the 

customers’ weren’t happy with the job. Unhappy customers are a deal-breaker.      

• Previous work: This is an extension of previous customers. If you visited some of the 

installer’s other jobs, what did you think – and how did they compare?  

• Likability: This is a hard one to quantify, but did you like the installer? Could you imagine 

dealing with them and having them work in your home? In my opinion, if the answer is 

“no”, it’s a deal-breaker. 

Now to make things easier when you’re comparing quotes, you could put all these factors in a little 

table to help you compare, like this one. 

 Price Specification Boiler Guarantees Previous 

Customers 

Previous 

Work 

Likability 

Quote 

1 

       

Quote 

2 

       

Quote 

3 

       

 

If you can’t make up your mind, don’t be afraid to ask any installer back to talk more and answer 

your questions. 

What Happens Next? 
Now you’ve found the perfect installer for you, it’s time to book the job in.  

You’ll probably need to sign any terms and conditions and pay a deposit. After that, you and your 

installer will agree on a date for the work to start.  

Then just sit back and look forward to your new and improved heating system! 

How To Get A Quote From My Company 
If you’ve read this far, you’re hopefully in a better position to choose a good boiler that’s right for 

you – and get a good installer to fit it for you.  

If you would like me to personally assess your heating system and give you a quote, please go to 

www.thamesboilers.co.uk and click on the “book online” link, or call 01322 788 418. 

All the best – and good luck in your hunt for a great heating system! 
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