
What are The Three Types of Plumbing? 
 

Plumbing is a vital system that keeps our homes and buildings functioning efficiently, ensuring 
that water flows where it’s needed and waste is safely disposed of. While the intricacies of 
plumbing can get quite complex, at its core, plumbing systems can be broken down into three 
primary types. These include potable water plumbing systems, sanitary drainage plumbing 
systems, and stormwater drainage systems. Each of these systems serves a distinct purpose and 
requires specific components and installation techniques to function effectively. 

Understanding the Three Main Types of Plumbing Systems 

Let’s explore each type of plumbing system, delving into its importance, how it works, and why 
proper maintenance is crucial to avoid costly repairs or water damage. 

 

1. Potable Water Plumbing Systems: Bringing Clean Water Into Your Home 

The potable water system is perhaps the most familiar type of plumbing. It is responsible for 
delivering clean and safe water to faucets, showers, toilets, dishwashers, washing machines, and 
other appliances in your home or business. The term "potable" means that the water is safe for 
drinking, cooking, and washing. 

Components of a Potable Water System 

 Main Water Line: The system begins with the main water supply line that connects to a municipal 
water source or a private well. 

 Water Pipes: From the main line, a network of pipes, usually made from materials like copper, 
PEX (cross-linked polyethylene), or CPVC (chlorinated polyvinyl chloride), delivers water to various 
fixtures throughout the building. 

 Valves and Faucets: Valves control water flow to different parts of the system, while faucets or 
taps release water to the user. 

 Water Heater: Another critical component is the water heater, which provides hot water to the 
home. There are different types of water heaters, including tankless and traditional tank systems. 

Why Maintenance is Important 

Maintaining potable water systems is essential to prevent contamination, leaks, or water 
pressure issues. Regular inspections, pipe replacements (especially in older homes with outdated 
materials like galvanized steel), and the proper installation of backflow preventers help keep the 
system running smoothly. 

https://hpheating.com/plumbing/


Potential Problems 

Common issues in potable water systems include leaks, pipe corrosion, and water pressure 
problems. These issues can lead to wasted water, increased utility bills, and potential water 
damage to the property. 

 

2. Sanitary Drainage Systems: Safely Removing Wastewater 

While potable water systems bring water into your home, the sanitary drainage system is 
responsible for taking waste and wastewater out. This includes water from sinks, showers, 
bathtubs, washing machines, dishwashers, and toilets. Wastewater is directed through a series 
of pipes into a municipal sewer system or a septic tank. 

Components of a Sanitary Drainage System 

 Drain Pipes: The system consists of drain pipes that collect wastewater from various fixtures. 
These pipes are typically made of PVC or cast iron, with PVC being the more commonly used 
material in modern plumbing because of its durability and cost-effectiveness. 

 Vent Pipes: Vent pipes, often installed on rooftops, help equalize pressure in the drainage system 
and prevent water in the traps (small dips in pipes) from being siphoned out. They also prevent 
sewer gases from entering the building. 

 Traps: Traps, like the P-trap or S-trap, are curved sections of pipe located under sinks, tubs, and 
other fixtures. They hold water and create a seal that blocks sewer gases from coming into your 
home. 

 Septic Tank or Sewer Line: Depending on whether you’re connected to a municipal sewer system 
or rely on a septic tank, wastewater is either directed to the city’s waste management system or 
to a privately managed septic tank for treatment and disposal. 

Importance of Proper Maintenance 

A well-maintained sanitary drainage system ensures that wastewater is effectively removed 
without causing backups, leaks, or foul odors. Regular drain cleaning and inspection of the 
system, especially the vent pipes and traps, are key to preventing problems. 

Common Problems 

Sanitary drainage systems can face issues like clogged drains, pipe blockages, or cracked pipes. 
These problems can lead to wastewater backups, which can cause significant damage and health 
hazards due to bacterial contamination. Blockages are typically caused by debris like food scraps, 
grease, and hair, while pipe cracks or joint failures may result from age or tree root intrusion. 

 



3. Stormwater Drainage Systems: Managing Rainwater and Preventing Flooding 

The third major plumbing system is the stormwater drainage system, designed to collect and 
redirect rainwater and surface runoff away from buildings to prevent flooding. These systems are 
often overlooked in residential properties but are crucial for protecting a structure’s foundation, 
yard, and surrounding areas from water damage during heavy rain or storms. 

Components of a Stormwater Drainage System 

 Gutters and Downspouts: Gutters are installed along the edges of a roof to collect rainwater. 
Downspouts carry the collected water down from the roof and away from the building. 

 Surface Drains: These are openings or grates located on the ground, typically in driveways or 
patios, that collect surface water and direct it into underground pipes. 

 Subsurface Drainage Systems: These systems use underground pipes, sometimes called French 
drains, to move water away from areas where it can cause damage. Subsurface drainage is 
essential for properties with poor soil drainage. 

 Sump Pumps: In some properties, especially in low-lying areas, sump pumps may be installed in 
basements or crawl spaces to pump out excess water that collects during heavy rains. 

Why Stormwater Management Matters 

Improper stormwater management can lead to severe water damage to a building’s foundation, 
erosion of soil around the property, and even flooding inside the home. The proper installation 
and maintenance of stormwater systems help protect against these issues, ensuring that 
rainwater is effectively directed away from critical areas. 

Potential Problems 

Blockages in gutters or downspouts can cause water to pool on the roof or around the 
foundation, leading to leaks or structural damage. Poorly designed stormwater systems might 
fail to direct water far enough from the building, resulting in soggy lawns, basement flooding, or 
cracked foundations. 

 

Why Understanding These Systems is Important for Homeowners 

Being familiar with the three main types of plumbing—potable water, sanitary drainage, and 
stormwater drainage—can help homeowners and property managers maintain their systems and 
avoid costly repairs. Each system plays a critical role in the functionality and safety of a building, 
so understanding their unique needs, components, and common issues can lead to better 
decision-making when it comes to repairs, upgrades, or routine maintenance. 

Tips for Preventing Plumbing Problems: 



1. Regular Inspections: Schedule annual plumbing inspections to catch minor issues before they 
become significant problems. 

2. Routine Cleaning: Clean drains, gutters, and downspouts regularly to avoid clogs and ensure 
water flows smoothly. 

3. Know the Warning Signs: Recognize the early signs of plumbing issues, like slow drains, low water 
pressure, or persistent odors, so you can address them before they escalate. 

When to Call a Professional 

While homeowners can perform basic maintenance tasks, some plumbing repairs require the 
expertise of a professional plumber. If you encounter persistent problems like frequent clogs, 
unexplained leaks, or foul smells coming from drains, it’s best to consult a professional to avoid 
potential damage to your home’s plumbing system. 

 

Conclusion 

Plumbing is a complex but essential system that ensures the health, safety, and comfort of a 
home or building. Understanding the three primary types of plumbing systems—potable water, 
sanitary drainage, and stormwater drainage—gives homeowners and property managers 
valuable insights into how these systems work and how to maintain them effectively. Proper care, 
routine maintenance, and the ability to spot early warning signs of problems can save time, 
money, and hassle down the road. 

By staying informed and proactive, you can ensure that your plumbing systems run smoothly, 
protecting your home from water damage, leaks, and costly repairs. 
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