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The Word: Vent

VENT: ONE W[|RD, MANY NAMES

The word "vent" is used in many ways when applied to building
components. Vent describes a component of the plumbing system.
Vent describes a component of many combustion appliance sys-
tems. Vent describes openings into attics and crawlspaces. Vent
describes systems that remove moist air from the house, such as
from bathrooms, kitchens and clothes dryers. Vent is also used
as a verb to describe the operation of these systems. Finally, vent
is used as an abbreviation for ventilation.

0ne of the dictionary definitions of vent is

Given this definition, none of the ways we use the word vent are
completely wrong, but neither are they completely right. The Word
wonders if the true names of these components are something
else-something that better describes their purpose and function.

PTUMBING VENTS

Use of the word vent in the plumbing system is well established
and reasonably descriptive of its purpose and function. The primary
purpose of a plumbing vent is to protect the water seal in a trap.
A vent does this by letting air into the drainage pipes to avoid
siphoning water out of a trap, or blowing water out of a trap, when
water flows. Air provided by a plumbing vent also helps water flow
freely in the drainage pipes.

The atmospheric vent pipe sticking out of the roof is the traditional
way to provide air in drainage pipes. Atmospheric vents work well
when properly installed, which is easy to do when venting one or
two fixtures. Atmospheric vent installation gets more complicated
when trying to use one vent pipe to serve multiple fixtures, such
as when using wet vents and circuit vents (see Figure 1).

Installation also gets more complicated when trying to vent fixtures
in islands and peninsulas where there is no convenient wall in which
to run a vertical vent pipe. Atmospheric vents are expensive to
install. Each piece of pipe requires materials and labor. Then, of
course, there's the problem of the leaking vent pipe boot on the
roof. Eventually, most vent pipe boots leak.

The air admittance valve (AAV) cures most of the problems created
by atmospheric vents. AAVs were invented in Sweden in the 1970s
and introduced in the United States in the late 1980s. AAVs are
often called Studor vents, which is the brand name of the original
AAV manufacturer. Acceptance of AAVs was slow at first, but they
are now accepted by the model codes and in most jurisdictions.

An AAV opens to let air into the drainage pipes when the valve
senses negative pressure, thus serving part of an atmospheric
plumbing vent's purpose. lt can be used just about any place an

atmospheric vent can be used. When the correct size AAV is in-
stalled, it can serve one or many fixtures. An AAV can be installed
in attics and crawlspaces, and in any other interior space with
adequate ventilation and accessibility. An AAV may not be installed
outside, nor may it be the vent for a sewage ejector (Photo 1).

0ne might think that the AAV could eliminate the need for the
atmospheric plumbing vent. Air admittance valves certainly reduce
the need for the atmospheric vent, but AAVs do not eliminate the
need for one atmospheric vent per house. The one atmospheric
vent per house provides air to avoid trap seal blowouts (unlikely,
but possible in residential construction) and helps water flow freely.
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Figure 1. Each fixture drain must enter a circuit-vented pipe individually and horizontally.
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The Word. Vent
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Note that instructions for various models of flexible vent connec-
tors are different and other restrictions may apply, especially for
the Duravent brand Duraconnect single-wall flexible connector
(Photos 2 and 3).

. Vent system components should not be installed exposed
in places where accidental contact is likely, such as in
closets and garages.

Vent connectors should be supported about every 4 to 5
feet and near fittings. Vents should be supported at the
roof penetration. All vent system components should be
supported per manufacturer's instructions.
Vents should not extend above the roof farther than neces-
sary to achieve the minimum roof clearance. For example,
a Type B vent should not extend above a roof with a 6112
pitch much more Ihan 12 inches (and not less than 12
inches) (Photo 4).

Photo 4. Vent is too close to the roof, too close to the sidewall and

to the window.

CRAWTSPACE VENTITATI ON

word vent to describe openings that provide air to attics
lspaces is well established; however, The Word submits

ur consideration that vent is not the true name that describes
pose and function of providing ventilation to attics and

rawlspaces. The Word submits the term "ventilation openings"
s the true name of these openings. This true name makes it clear

'that these openings provide ventilation to the attic and crawlspace.

Att'ic ventilation and crawlspace ventilation, and the alternatives
involving unventilated spaces, are complicated topics. These topics
deserve their own separate discussions, which The Word will do
in other articles.

EXHAUST SYSTEMS

Use of the word vent to describe systems that remove moisture
and odors from inside the house is well established; however,
The Word again submits for your consideration that vent is not
the true name that describes the purpose and function of these
systems. The Word, and the International R-esidential Code, submit
the term "exhaust" as the true nape of these systems. This true
name makes it clear that these systems are intended to move air
containing excess moisture and noxious fumes out of the house,
and it makes a clear distinction between exhaust systems and
plumbing vents and combustion vents.

Until very recently, exhaust systems did not receive much respect.
Respect wasn't necessary because it didn't matter much if the
systems worked well or not. Houses were built with many openings
that allowed many air changes with the outside, In these leaky
houses, moisture inside the house was removed with reasonable
effectiveness by multiple air exchanges per hour with the outside.
Now, houses are built with far fewer openings and far fewer air
changes per hour. Moisture remains in the house or, worse, mi-
grates into the attic and wall cavities if the exhaust systems do
not work effectively.

There are three types of exhaust systems frequently found in
houses. They all have three components: a fan to move the air,
a duct to conduct the material outside of the house and a termi-
nation at the outside.

Low-volume exhaust systems are mostly found in bathrooms and
usually move air at a rate between 50 cubic feet per minute (cfm)
(minimum) and 100 cfm. Kitchen exhaust systems usually move
air at a rate between 100 cfm (minimum) and 400 cfm. clothes
dryer exhaust systems usually move air at a rate around 200 cfm.

Bathroom exhaust systems get the least respect of all. Many HVAC
contractors believed that these fans were intended to remove odors
when, in fact, their primary purpose is to remove moisture from
a place where a lot of moisture is created. ln tight houses, it is
essential that these exhaust systems function properly. Functioning
properly means getting the amount of air that the fan is rated to
move through the duct and out of the house.

The cheap 3-inch diameter, flexible plastic duct installed in many
houses just doesn't cut it. lt is not allowed under current standards.
Even a 4-inch diameter duct is limited to 50 cfm fans and limited
in length to 56 feet without bends. A bathroom exhaust duct should
be at least 4-inch diameter, smooth-wall metal. Larger ducts may
be required for larger fans. A damper should be installed at the
exterior termination.

So, is a 3-inch flexible duct a defect? Probably, unless the length is
very short, just a few feet in length. A 50-cfm fan will not provide
50 cfm of air movement when connected to a small flexible duct,
either metal or plastic. That said, The word is not advocating that
inspectors start reporting as defective thousands of bath exhausts
with 3-inch diameter ducts. The ducts may be defective, but it's
not clear that the cost of replacing these ducts would exceed the
benef its.

ASHI Reporter.
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