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Residential Hot Water Heater Maintenance 

 

Discolored Water May Be Coming From Your Own Hot Water Heater Tank 

 

Residential Hot Water Heater Maintenance 

Discolored water can stem from a variety of problems, but often the cause is a household hot water heater tank 
that needs to be flushed. Many of the complaints the Cambridge  Water Department  receives about discolored 
water originate with the homeowner’s water heater. 

Manufacturers suggest flushing hot water tanks at least once a year. Following this recommendation will not only 
decrease the possibility of discolored water, it will also extend the life of your hot water tank.  

If you do notice a discoloration in freshly drawn hot water in your sink or bathtub, try refilling the sink or tub with 



about three inches of cold water. If the cold water is clear, you need to flush your hot water tank. Follow these 
easy step-by-step instructions for flushing a gas or electric hot water heater. 

Flushing The Hot Water Tank 

If there is discolored water coming from your hot water taps but your cold water taps are clear, you may need to 
flush out your hot water tank. If so, these instructions will generally apply to hot water tanks properly installed 
within the last 10-15 years. If you have any problems following these instructions, you should contact a plumber 
to help you in flushing your hot water tank. 

Flushing an Electric Hot Water Tank 

• Turn OFF the electric power to the hot water tank. CAUTION: Power must be OFF before draining the 
hot water tank. The tank will be damaged if there is no water in it and the power is ON.  

• Connect a hose to the drain valve (B) and direct it to a floor drain or outside the house.  
• Open the drain valve and flush the tank for about five minutes. CAUTION: At first, the water will be very 

hot.  
• Shut off the cold water inlet (C).  
• Open several hot water taps in the house to let air into the line in order to completely drain the tank.  
• Turn the cold water inlet back on (C).  
• Carefully close the drain valve (B) as much as possible without forcing this valve shut. Due to age and 

possible rust in the valve, it may be difficult to shut it drip tight. Open the hot water supply valve to fill the 
tank, purging air through the open hot water taps.  

• Open the drain valve again and flush until the water is running clear.  
• Carefully shut the drain valve (B) and the hot water taps in the house.  
• Turn the power back ON.  

Flushing a Gas Hot Water Tank  

• Turn the gas valve knob (A) to the pilot position. CAUTION: The valve must be in the pilot position 
before draining the hot water tank.  

• Connect a garden hose to the drain valve (B). Note: Direct the hose to a floor drain or outside the house. 
• Open the drain valve (B) and flush the tank for about 5 minutes. CAUTION: At first, the water will be very 

hot.  
• Close the drain valve (B).  
• Shut off water at the cold water inlet (C).  
• Fully open a hot water tap in the house to relieve tank pressure and to completely drain the tank.  
• Re-open the drain valve (B) and drain the tank. Note: This may take 30 minutes to 1 hour.  
• Turn cold water tap on and off about 5 times for 1 minute to flush the sediment from the tank. Note: 

Continue doing this until the water is running clear.  
• Close the drain valve (B) as much as possible without forcing the valve shut. (It may be difficult to 

completely close the valve due to age and possible rust in the valve.)  
• Turn cold water inlet (C) on fully to refill the tank. Note: Make sure the hot water tap is still open. When 

the tank is full there will be a steady stream flowing from the open tap.  
• Shut the water off at the hot water tap.  
• Turn the gas valve knob (A) back to the On position.  
• Disconnect the garden hose.  
• Make sure that the drain valve (B) is completely turned Off. Note: If your valve drips after you have 

turned it off, you can install a cap, available at hardware stores.  

Any questions? Call the Cambridge Water Department at 617 349-4770 or email us at: 
cwd@cambridgema.gov 


