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Module 9: Inspecting the grounds  
 

Module Objectives: 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. The importance of ground water management and how to inspect this aspect. 
2. The importance of proper grading of the plot. 
3. What the inspector should watch out for with flower beds and trees. 
4. Paving 
5. Retaining walls and agricultural drains 

 

Module at a glance: 
 
Topic You will learn 
Ground water management - The importance of good water drainage 

systems 
- What the inspector should be looking for 

Grading the plot - Why proper grading around the house is 
so important 

The garden - Why flower beds and trees should concern 
the home inspector. 

Paving - All about different types of paving 
encountered around homes in South 
Africa. 

Retaining walls and water management - About retaining walls and agricultural 
drains 
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Ground water management 
 
One of the most significant aspects of most home inspections is to inspect and report on 
ground water management issues.  Poor storm water management in South African homes 
is a major cause of many problems found in these homes – such problems include roof 
leaks, damp and cracks.   
 
Rising damp and sunken foundations can be caused by poor site drainage. The ground 
should slope away from the building, and away from all entrances to the house. Each of 
these areas should be sloped in such a way, that the flow of ground water is effectively 
managed.  
 
Where a building is situated on a hillside, it is more difficult to slope the ground away from 
the building on all sides. On the high ground side of the building a surface drainage system 
that collects and disposes of rainwater runoff can be used to direct surface water away 
from the foundation.  
 
This phase of the inspection should include an examination and evaluation of the surface 
and underground water management on the property.  The inspector should simply employ 
common sense during this initial phase of the inspection.   
 
“Where will the water go?” 
The inspector should always remember to ask himself/herself a simple question: Where will 
the water go when it rains?   
 
How will the water drain from the roof – are the roof valleys, gutters and downpipes 
sufficient?  This initial observation is useful when a detailed inspection of the roof and rain 
goods is undertaken.   
 

 
 
 

“Rain goods” means the gutters and downpipes – this is 
the system used to manage rain water from the roof to 
the ground. 
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The next question for the inspector to ask is:  
What happens to this rain water when it reaches the ground – either via downpipes or 
falling directly from the roof in the event of gutterless roofs? Does the water drain safely 
away from the base of the house walls, or is there a tendency for the water to pond against 
the walls, and seep down and possibly undermine the foundations?    
 
Answers to these questions are useful when a detailed inspection of the foundations and 
walls is undertaken.  This is because a lot of foundation and wall issues are caused directly 
by poor ground water management. 
 
Downpipes may need adjustment: Water from the roof reaches the ground through gutters 
and downpipes, or by flowing directly off roof edges. Because downpipes create 
concentrated sources of water, noticing where they discharge is important. Downpipes 
should not discharge where water will accumulate (“pond”) at or close to the walls of the 
house.  This water should also not flow directly on or over a pathway, driveway or steps. 
 
The downpipes on a hillside building should, where possible, discharge on the downhill side 
of the building. If this is not practical because of the roof size or configuration, then the 
downpipes on the uphill side of the building should discharge safely into a ground water 
drainage system, which can effectively manage the water downhill and away from the 
house. 
 
The force of water leaving a downpipe is sometimes great enough to damage the adjacent 
ground, so some protection at ground level – such as an open gutter or impervious concrete 
apron – is usually necessary.  It is best to drain downpipes to an underground storm water 
drainage system and to ensure that the “foot” of the downpipe is directed away from the 
walls and foundations.  
 
Water that flows directly off a roof lacking gutters and downspouts, can cause damage 
below. Accordingly, some provision in the landscaping may be needed, such as a gravel bed 
or paved drainage way. 
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The home inspector needs to ask:   
 

 What happens to rain water falling up-slope from the house or on paved areas such 
as the driveway?    
 

 Does this water flow away from the structures towards the street or the municipal 
storm water drains?    
 

 Are there areas where the water will pond and cause problems?   
 

Puddles are not good:  
The ground surface beneath decks, porches and other parts of a building that are supported 
by posts or cantilevered structures, should be checked. This ground should not have any 
low-lying areas, but should be sloped so that water will not collect and puddle there.  
 
Naturally Wet:   
Look around the entire site for the presence of springs, standing water, saturated or boggy 
ground (vleis), a high water table, and dry streams or other seasonal drainage ways.  All of 
these may affect surface drainage. Sometimes it is necessary to install an agricultural drain 
(a system of underground perforated pipes) in order to drain away or divert natural water 
sources. 
 
Soakaways and agricultural drains: 
If there is a soakaway or agricultural drain, the effectiveness of these structures should be 
noted and evaluated.  If there are no, or insufficient surface and underground drains 
(including soakaways and agricultural drains) and there is a need for such structures, then 
this should also be noted. 
 
Home owners can do a similar evaluation of their property in order to evaluate drainage 
and ground water control. During a heavy rainstorm (without lightning), the house owner 
should grab an umbrella and go outside. Walk around the house and look around at the 
roof and property. A rainstorm is the perfect time to look at how the roof, downpipes and 
ground grading are performing.  
 
Observe the drainage patterns of the entire property, as well as the property of your 
neighbour. The ground around the house should slope away from all sides. Downpipes, 
surface gutters and drains should be directing water away from the foundation. 
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Grading 
 
A very important aspect of ground water management, which is very often neglected by 
builders of new housing, is the grading of the plot.   Grading means the shaping of the 
ground around the house.  Very often this aspect of construction receives insufficient 
attention from the builder who is intent completing the structure and moving on to the next 
project. 
 
The ground levels around the house should be graded and sloped away from the house to 
facilitate effective ground water management. The ground level is known as the “grade”. 
 
In addition finished ground levels surrounding the house must be lower than finished floor 
levels inside the house.  NHBRC 1.2.7 stipulates that housing units must have floor slab 
levels which project at least 150 mm above finished ground level.  “Finished ground level” 
means the surface level and is obviously influenced by paving. 
 
If the floor level is less than 150 mm above finished ground level, then NHBRC 1.2.7.  states 
that such a house must be considered a semi-basement.  Semi-basements require the 
installation of sub-surface drains and waterproofing to be designed by a Competent Person 
(engineer). 
 
Very often the later addition of paving, raises the finished ground level to unacceptable 
levels.   In the Cape Condensation Area where the NHBRC requires exterior cavity walls, 
finished ground level can usually easily be checked by the home inspector, by comparing 
the ground/paving level with the level of the bottoms of the weep holes, in the cavity walls. 
 
 
In these areas the home inspector will quite often find that the level of the ground/paving is 
so high that water run-off can easily run through the weep holes and into the wall cavities – 
thereby resulting in water damage to the walls. 

The professional property inspector…. 
Should be able to use his/her experience to assess all of the above, even in 
dry conditions.    
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The garden 
 
Flower beds 
 
The home inspector should examine any flower beds adjacent to the foundations. Plantings 
are often installed in a way that traps water. The structure around the planting beds may 
act like a dam and trap water. Flower boxes should never be installed up against a house’s 
exterior wall.   
 
Trees and shrubs 
 
The inspector should also check the location and condition of all trees and shrubbery.  
Those that are overgrown should be pruned or complete removal may be necessary.   
 
Overhanging branches should not interfere with a chimney’s draft; damage utility wires, or 
deposit leaves and twigs onto the roof, or inside gutters and drains.  
 
Trees and shrubbery that are very close to exterior walls or roofs can cause damage. Trees 
can make it difficult to perform homeowner maintenance inspections and effect repairs.   
 
NHBRC (3.2.4.2) states that for new housing (built under NHBRC jurisdiction) all bushes 
shrubs, trees and vegetation within 1500mm of the house walls must be cleared. 
 
Tree roots under paved pathways or driveways can cause damage. Roots are usually 
exposed near the surface and can be cut back.  Tree roots can cause foundations to crack by 
pushing against foundations from the outside. In these cases the inspector may decide to 
recommend that the home owner should consider hiring a tree specialist.  
 

Irrigation systems 
 
Many South African gardens now have installed irrigation systems.   A home inspector 
should not attempt to inspect or report on the condition or effectiveness of an irrigation 
system.  It is sufficient to record the presence of the installation in the inspection report.   
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Fences and walls 
 
Fences and walls are usually installed to provide physical or visual security and privacy.  
 
The inspector should:  
 

 Check wooden fences for development of rot or insect infestation.  
 Check metal fences for rust.  
 Check brick walls for cracks – often the result of insufficient expansion joints or weak 

foundations.   
 Check pre-cast concrete walls for cracked panels and sagging uprights.    
 Check all gates as regards hardware, operation and clearances.  

 
The home inspector should also check that the presence of walls is not interfering with 
effective ground water management.   Walls on the downslope of the plot should have 
adequate drainage weep holes (also known as sparge pipes) to allow surface runoff to 
escape.  The effective management of ground water runoff on the upslope of the plot 
should also be checked.  If there are weep holes in the boundary wall on the upslope then 
the inspector should check that the water coming through these holes is effectively and 
safely managed and does not pose a threat to the structures on the inspected property. 
 

Paving  
 
Inspect all paved areas - paving does not last forever and paving is also a component of 
ground water management. 
 
Paved areas immediately adjacent to a building should slope away from the perimeter of 
the building walls (foundation walls). Paving that is not sloped to drain water away from a 
building should be repaired. Repair any paving that has large cracks, broken sections, high 
areas, low areas that trap water, and tripping hazards. 

Note… 
The home inspector should check that the irrigation sprinklers are not 
causing water damage to the walls and structures on the property. 
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Concrete and tiled paving 
 
Concrete is often used either as a substrate for tiles or as a final paved surface.   
 
A variation of concrete paving is to use an “exposed aggregate” of brown stone.   This is 
achieved by washing off the top level of cement and sand with a fine mist – thereby leaving 
semi-exposed stones in the concrete.  There are also various proprietary concrete products 
which are suitable for pattern imprinting or for colouring. 
 
Cracked concrete paving:  This is normally caused by one of the following: 
 

 Poor compaction of the ground substrate 
 

 Inadequate provision of expansion joints in the concrete.  Expansion joints should be 
provided for every 3m. These joints and the edges of the paving, should be defined 
by properly constructed wood formwork.   Cracking of the concrete (tiled) paving 
between swimming pools and house walls, is normally caused by the lack of proper 
expansion joints. 
 

 A weak concrete mix.   
 

 Poorly cured concrete.   Prolonging the drying period increases the strength of 
concrete.   This can be achieved by wetting the concrete with a spray mist at 
intervals for the first week.  Adding proprietary admixtures to the concrete will also 
reduce the possibility of shrinkage during the curing process. 

 
The inspection report should inform the client that repairing damaged concrete paving 
normally requires total replacement. Resurfacing with a thin layer of more concrete, cannot 
repair concrete. The damaged concrete should normally be ripped up, the substrate re-
compacted and new concrete thrown.   
 
Concrete should never be less than 75 mm thick – 100mm is preferable.  
Sometimes cracks in concrete can be cut open and sealed with a flexible sealant compound, 
which will extend its service life. For pathways that have settled downward, it may be 
possible to lift up sections without tearing up the entire pathway. 
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Asphalt paving 
 
Asphalt paving (driveways, pathways or tennis courts) is best left to the professionals.   This 
type of paving consists of a well-compacted substrate; topped with a compacted layer of 
base course (a gravel mix including a little cement mixed with both coarse and fine gravel 
particles).  The base course is then swept to remove the fines on the surface and primed 
with slurry of bitumen emulsion, which is then topped and rolled with the asphalt hot mix 
of fines and bitumen.  
 
Water penetrating the surface is asphalt paving’s greatest enemy. 
 
Regularly sealing asphalt paving extends its life. Homeowners should seal coat their asphalt 
driveways with new bitumen every three to five years. Examine the paving to determine 
when sealing is needed. Check asphalt driveways for sunken areas that hold water. Low 
areas in asphalt paving can be brought to level with an asphalt repair. 

 
 

Brick, concrete paver, or stone paving 
 
Brick, concrete paver, or stone paving can be set on a concrete slab, in a mortar bed with mortar 
joints, or in a sand bed that is laid on properly compacted earth. Mortar joints can be pointed.  
Loose bricks or stones can be reset in a new mortar bed. Pavers set in sand can be taken up easily, 
sand can be added or removed, and the pavers replaced.  

Concrete patios and balconies 
 
These slabs should be sloped so as to drain properly – either off the edge, or via weep 
holes.  There should be a 50mm weather step between the finished floor level of the patio 
or balcony and the finished floor level of the house.   This is to prevent water from running 
from the patio or balcony, back into the house. 
 
Suspended patio or balcony slabs should be properly waterproofed – normally with torch-
on bitumen – prior to the laying of the floor finish – normally tiles or pavers. 
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Retaining Walls 
 
If possible, weep holes and related drains around retaining walls should be inspected 
following a heavy rain, to make sure they are working properly. If they are not discharging 
water, the drains should be cleaned out and observed again during the next rain.  
 
Retaining walls more than 500 mm in height should be backed with drainage material, such 
as gravel. There should preferably be agricultural drains installed behind the retaining wall, 
at the bottom of the drainage material.   
 

 
 
 
 
The inspector should also look for movement in the retaining walls. Bowing (vertical 
bulges), sweeping (horizontal bulges), and cracking in retaining walls,can be caused by 
water pressure. Bulging can also be a result of inadequate strength to resist the load of the 
earth behind the wall. Bowing and sweeping failures may be correctable if found early 
enough and if the cause is poor drainage. 
 
The inspector should attempt to assess the severity of the problem before recommending a 
remedy.   The advice of a suitably qualified professional should be sought when major 
repairs or corrections are needed.  
 
Recent cracks or deflection is a “red flag” indicating potential collapse and the need for 
repair or reconstruction.   However, many very old retaining walls bulge and are cracked 
and yet continue to stand for decades or even centuries.  
 

Important… 
An agricultural drain is perforated piping, wrapped with a geo-
technical fabric (“bidem” – which prevents soil and roots getting into 
the drain, but which allows the free passage of water).  The 
perforated pipe is laid within a layer of crushed stone.  The drain 
should discharge water either at the end of the wall or through the 
weep holes. These drains and the drainage material behind the wall 
relieve the pressure of ground water on the wall.  
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The footing (foundation) of a retaining wall should extend to a greater degree on the 
retained side, as the weight of the fill will provide greater stability to the structure.  Brick 
retaining walls generally have a 100mm cavity between two skins (of bricks) and the cavity 
is filled with concrete.   Wide brick force steel reinforcing is laid on every course (or second 
course) and this reinforcing bridges the cavity which is to be filled with concrete. 
 
There are also various proprietary brands of pre-cast concrete retaining wall blocks, which 
can be used very successfully to retain soil – provided that the manufacturer’s installation 
specifications are followed. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this 
module before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make 
yourself with the information presented in this Module the better you 
will be as a professional home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas 
of this module before and during the open book online test.  
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