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Last fall, one of our home inspectors received a claim alleging that
he failed to identify the existence of polybutylene pipes during his
inspection of a condominium two months earlier. The property did,
in fact, have polybutylene pipes. However, the pipes were located in
the attic, which was not included within the scope of the inspection.

Despite the attic’s exclusion, which was noted in both the Standard of
Practice and the inspection report, the client persisted. According to
their attorney’s letter, another inspector had inspected the condo on
behalf of another prospective buyer and discovered the polybutylene
pipes, which led to that prospective buyer rescinding their offer. If
another home inspector could discover the polybutylene pipes, argued
the client’s attorney, then our home inspector “should have known to
check” for the polybutylene pipes in the attic, too.

Our home inspector’s client accused him of negligence and breach of
reasonable care. The client’s attorney called for our home inspector
to pay to replace the polybutylene pipes, including the cost to repair
whatever walls were demolished in order to replace the pipes. The
initial demand: more than $17,000.

WHY ARE PLUMBING CLAIMS SO COMMON?

Not to be confused with septic, sewer and waste issues, plumbing
problems like the one in this example are the fifth most common type
of claim against home inspectors. Most often, plumbing claims result
from one of two issues: misidentification or leaks.

Misidentification occurs when the home inspector incorrectly classifies
the pipes in the home. Some plumbing types are more durable, whereas
others are more susceptible to corrosion or bursts. Thus, clients are likely
to desire certain types of plumbing over others and to be upset if the
pipes are mislabeled. Failure to identify the correct type of plumbing,
too, may lead to improper care or maintenance, causing issues later on.

Because plumbing types can vary throughout the home and most
plumbing is out of sight, correct piping classification can be difficult.
Leaks, too, can be hard to spot, because most drainpipes are hidden
from view. In addition, poor client expectations can lead to claims
alleging negligence when the inspector was simply abiding by their
Standard of Practice.

Since plumbing replacement costs several thousands of dollars and
needs immediate attention, it’s no wonder why clients often demand
inspectors foot the bill. And if the leak or misidentification leads to
water damage, the cost can increase exponentially.
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WHAT CAN INSPECTORS DO?

As with all claims prevention, it’s important to have a thorough pre-
inspection agreement (/Jttps://www.inspectorproimurame.com/risk_
management/why-pre-inspection-agreement/2utm_source=ASHI%20
Reporter&futm_medium=Referml€.9’utm_campaign=Claim%205) and
inspection report (with pictures!). However, to avoid plumbing claims
specifically, there are certain elements you should draw particular
attention to during your inspection and in your inspection report.

Define the inspection: Because most homebuyers don’t have the time
or the forethought to research the inspection process ahead of time,
it’s important for you to provide them with some basic information.
By defining a home inspection for your client, you can make sure
they understand your responsibility. In so doing, you decrease the
likelihood of receiving a claim for something outside of your scope,
like identifying plumbing that’s obstructed from view.

WHEN DEFINING A HOME INSPECTION, CONSIDER
ADDRESSING THE FOLLOWING:

* A home inspection is a visual examination of the home’s physical
structure and systems. Because you can only inspect what you
can see, you cannot account for anything hidden from view,
such as things obstructed by furniture or personal belongings
and things behind walls or below ground.

A home inspection is a snapshot in time. The defects you find
during your inspection are the ones that were present at the
time of the inspection. While you will do your best to identify
potential future problems and suggest preventive measures,
the client will experience future issues in the house that your
inspection cannot predict.

* Home inspections are not code inspections. Although many
home defects have roots in code compliance, you don’t enforce

building code.

Being their primary source for their inspection expectations ensures
that your clients understand your services. Thus, they’re less likely
to rely on information from another inspector or a real estate pro-
fessional who may offer different inspection types or inspect under
different standards.
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Remember, it’s your responsibility to know what inspection standards
are appropriate for your area. Be sure to review the ASHI Standard of
Practice (SOP) (http://www.homeinspector.org/Standards-of-Practice)

and your state’s requirements to make sure you're compliant.

Know your pipes: Because defining piping materials is part of the ASHI
SOP, it’s important to be able to recognize different piping types when
you see them. Some key clues to assist in plumbing identification
include:

o MATERIAL, SUCH AS METAL OR PLASTIC

e COLOR

e PIPE DIAMETER

° MARKINGS, SUCH AS “PB2110” ON POLYBUTYLENE (PB) PIPES
o LOCATION

o WHEN THE HOME WAS BUILT

To learn more about identifying pipes, read Bruce Barker’s article
“Plumbing Pipes,” in the February 2015 issue of the ASHI Reporter
(bttp://www.ashireporter.org/Homelnspection/Articles/Plumb-
ing-Pipes/14864).

Use technology: As with water damage claims, you are more likely to
spot a leak if you use technology. An infrared (IR) camera can help
you find leaks that may not be visible to the naked eye. A particularly
good time to use a thermal imaging camera is when testing drains.

After using an IR camera to find suspected areas of water damage
caused by a plumbing problem, you can use a moisture meter to confirm.
'The moisture meter assists to verify that moisture is, in fact, present.

Protect yourself from claims: After establishing that the home has
plumbing issues, it’s important to accurately communicate your find-
ings to the client. Inspectors recommend emphasizing the limitations
of an inspection and explaining your findings in terms the client
can understand.

EVEN IF YOU DO EVERYTHING RIGHT,
YOU CAN STILL GET A PLUMBING
CLAIM. JUST TAKE IT FROM OUR HOME
INSPECTOR IN THE EXAMPLE AT THE
BEGINNING OF THIS ARTICLE:

After receiving the attorney’s letter, our inspector contacted our claims
team, who worked with him to resolve the claim. Our team drafted
a Denial of Liability letter to the claimant and their attorney, citing
excerpts from the ASHI Standard of Practice, the inspection agreement
and the inspection report to prove that the inspector wasn’t liable for
the polybutylene pipes in the attic. The client then dropped their claim
against our inspector.

It’s essential to carry errors and omissions insurance (E&0) for defense
and payout help. Contact your InspectorPro broker or submit an application
(https://www.inspectorproinsurance.com/application/?utm_source=ASHI%20
Reporter&utm_medium=Referral&utm_campaign=Claim%205) with us to
receive a quote at no obligation.

UP NEXT MONTH: STRUCTURAL DAMAGE
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