
Water Heater Inspections 
 
The Standards of practice require home inspector to inspect hot water systems, water heating 
equipment, normal operating controls and related safety devices.  We are required to describe the 
water heating equipment, report the type of fuel, storage capacity and location of the appliance. 
 
As with any other component and appliance the inspection should start with an overview of the 
device. The key areas are noted. 
Check top, bottom and all sides if possible 
 

• Inspect the controls 
• View the burner area if accessible 
• Valves Temperature Pressure Relief (TPRV) system and drain valve 
• Supply lines (hot & cold) 
• Flues & Combustion air 

• Fuel or electrical supply 
• Location 

  
Overview 
 
Check the unit for any signs of obvious rust or indications of leakages. These may be from a past 
event or current.  For units located in a crawlspace or basement check for signs of flooding (water 
line on cabinet). Any unit that has evidence of past flooding must be replaced. 
  
Look carefully at all the connection points, such as, water line, TPRV valve and drain valve. Check 
for corrosion at the connection points. Any corrosion should be reported at these are critical 
connections and could result in failure of the unit.  Evidence of past leaks at the drain valve may be 
evident by build-up of scale/salts, capped drain, staining/rust on the floor or pan or an attachment of 
a drain hose. Plastic drain valves are more susceptible to failures. Interestingly, some manufactures 
recommend testing the TPRV once a year. We suggest you don’t operate this valve as it may not re-
seat and could start to leak/weep. 
  
Galvanic corrosion on the supply lines is one of the most common conditions seen. This results from 
the connection of dissimilar metals such as copper and steel. Typically, a di-electric coupling should 
be present to prevent this conditions but a lot of the times one is not installed. If the presence of a di-
electric coupling is not evident check these connections carefully for rust or other signs of 
deterioration. 
  
Location 
 
Depending on the location different conditions can apply. All water heaters should have proper 
access for periodic inspection, maintenance and repairs. Additionally, there should be sufficient 
space at the access opening to allow for removal and replacement of the unit. 
  
Attic installations should have a walkway from the attic entry to the unit; solid flooring must be 
present to properly support the unit. Water weighs 8.3 pounds per gallon and a 75 gallon tank will 
weigh over 600 pounds. Check for any modifications to trusses that may have been made to allow 
for the installation of the unit.  Also check to see that the flooring under the unit is providing the 
needed support. To many times it is only supported by 7/16” OSB sheathing and may be located 
between the truss or rafters. Usually you will see deflection of the flooring or the drip pan has 
become deformed from the weight.  Check for proper insulation on the supply and distribution piping. 
  



Garage installations require protection for the unit usually a steel bollard/post but other measures 
such as a raised alcove may be used. Most model building codes require the ignition source to be 
raised 18” from the floor. There is debate among home inspectors if this requirement applies to 
electric water heaters. Some argue that the thermostat/breakers act as an ignition source and can 
produce a spark that could result in ignition of any combustible gases in the garage.  Additionally, 
some manufactures of sealed units that draw combustion air from the outside allow for floor 
installation, so further research may be necessary. 
  
Check the stand to ensure it can support the load, homemade stands should be suspect. Most 
premanufactured metal stands are rated to hold a water heater  with up to 50 gallon capacity. 
  
Water heaters located in a crawlspace have the same access and clearance requirement as those 
installed in an attic. A 20” x 30” minimum opening is required in most cases. They should be 
mounted on a solid base and not directly on the ground.  Many times we’ll see that the crawlspace 
has been dug out/lowered to provide space to install the unit. This is acceptable but if over 12” below 
the grade it should have walls lined with cement, brick or block to prevent collapse of the dirt 
bank.  Additionally, for pit installations it is a good idea to have a sump pump present as water will 
pool in this area first. 
  
Gas fired water heaters should not be installed in bedroom/bathrooms unless they have direct 
venting and take combustion air from the exterior of the home.   Some on demand water heating 
devices are allowed.  As always it’s best to check/refer to the manufacturer’s instructions. 
  
For units located in an exterior enclosure (huts) check to make sure the enclosure is weather 
proof, the vents are not blocked or obstructed and water lines are properly insulated. 
  
Drip Pans 
 
A drip pan should be present when damage to the flooring from leaking could result. Drip pans are 
not required when units are installed in crawlspaces. Drip pans should be of a sufficient size and 
depth and must drain to an exterior location, Check to make sure they do not drain to the crawlspace 
especially if it is enclosed. Check to make sure that the TPRV pipe will discharge into the drain 
pan.  Rusty drip pans indicate a past event and should be replaced as the ability of the pan to hold 
water may have been compromised. Drip pans are required in enclosed/conditions crawlspaces. 
  
Temperature Pressure Relief Valve (TPRV) 
  
Should be present within in 6 inches from the top of the unit, not have any valve or caps installed. A 
¾” drain pipe should extend to within 6” of the floor or to an indirect drain and be visible.  No 
reduction in pipe size is allowed. Testing these valve is not recommended as they may leak after 
testing. 
  
Expansion Tanks 
 
As water is heated it expands, if the system has a backflow prevent installed the water supply 
system is considered a closed system.  An expansion tank is designed to compensate for the 
expansion of the water. These were not required until 2006. However, many cities have upgraded 
their meters and installed backflow preventers on older home.   While reporting on the presence or 
absence of a thermal expansion tank is not required you may see signs that one is 
needed.  Typically, leaking or staining at the TPRV pipe is an indication. 
  
Expansion tanks should be properly supported especially if installed in the horizontal position. 
Overtime the internal bladder can fail and the tank will become solid and no longer function properly. 



Tapping on the tank can provide a clue to its condition.  The lower section where it connects to the 
water piping should have a solid sound the upper section should have a hollow sound. It is never 
recommended to operate the air valve on the top of the unit. 
  
Combustion air 
 
When units are installed in an enclosed space or with other fuel fired appliances proper provisions 
for combustion air must be present. While most home inspectors will not calculate the required 
venting a generally 1 sq in is require for each 1000 btu’s with no less than 100 sq inches, this can 
vary depending on the air source, location of the unit and flue design. For openings with a wood 
louvered door only 25% of the free area may be used and 75% for metal lovers. 
  
Signs of insufficient combustion air are soot on the unit. Signs of sweating or condensation on the 
unit or enclosure walls (past or current).  Signs of flame rollout (burns marks) at or near the burn 
chamber or at the draft hood can be a sign of back-drafting cause by other appliances in the area 
(dryers, furnace, etc) and may indicate that the units are too close together, the space is too small or 
improper venting is present. 
  
Units installed in a closet with a solid door should have a high/low vent that is a minimum of 6” 
diameter and draws air from the attic or exterior. The low vent should terminate with in 12” of the 
floor. 
  
Flues and Vents 
 
Check to ensure the flue is secured to the unit and centered over the vent. A minimum of 3 screws 
per joint/connection is required. Check for proper clearances from combustible materials is 
maintained.  Proper slope of the flue should be present and should slope back towards the unit, call 
out insufficient or excessive slope, ¼” per foot is standard.  Note any excessive corrosion of the flue 
pipe.  Excessive rust or deposits on the top of the unit could be an indication of improper venting.  If 
present check the burn chamber as the presence of corrosion products/rust can be an indication if 
improper venting. Don’t forget to check the flue piping in the attic also. 
  
Piping 
 
Most plastic pipe manufactures do not allow for connection of plastic pipe directly to a water heater. 
The distance from the unit varies depending on the reference source.  Generally 18” is the accepted 
distance but references to 6” and 12” have been found. Additionally, you should check for 
clearances from other heat sources such a flue pipes and ensure the proper distance is 
maintained.  Some home inspectors say this only applies to gas fired water heaters but manufacture 
instructions rule and therefore it may apply to all water heaters regardless of the type (electric or 
gas) 
  
A shut off valve should be present on the inlet supply line (cold) this valve should not be located 
between an expansion tanks and the unit. Insulating all piping if the unit is located in an 
unconditioned space is advised to reduce the risk for freezing which could result in a pipe rupture 
and flowing water. 
  
Water Temperature 
 
Generally accepted temperatures range from 110 to 120 degrees F.  Anything higher can result in 
scalding and is considered a safety hazard.  You should exercise caution when reporting higher than 
normal water temperatures and not assume that a simple adjustment of the thermostat is required. It 
is possible that defective components may be present and are the underlying cause of the condition. 



Always refer to a licensed plumbing contractor to diagnose and correct.  Always allow for the error of 
your measuring device with can be +/- several degrees. 
  
Insulating Blankets 
 
Most modern water heaters do not require extra insulation. In fact adding an insulation blanket may 
void the manufactures warranty. If one is present it should not cover the top of the unit or any 
controls. Sufficient clearances should be maintained from any flame source.  You should not that the 
blanket limited your inspection in the report. 
  
Smelly Water 
 
This is a result from the presence of hydrogen sulfide cause by bacteria present in the water.  A 
rotten egg smell will be noted when the water system is operated and it may be more pronounced at 
the fixtures located at the end of the system. This is more common on well systems or in homes that 
have been vacant and the system was not used for long periods of time or the water heater was turn 
off.  Some units with magnesium anode rods are more prone to this condition.  Treating the water to 
control the bacteria will be necessary. 
 
References & More Information 
 
 

 

https://education.nachi.org/coursemedia/course-44/documents/Water_Heater_Materials.pdf

