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 Recently there has been some movement to eliminate the code requirement for the 
use of cast iron and copper pipe and fittings for storm and sanitary drainage and venting 
for non- residential purposes, and to allow the unrestricted use of  P.V.C. and A.B.S. pipe 
and fittings in all buildings. The proposal was prompted by two members of the 
administration for the Plumbing Board. They organized a special public hearing on 
October 18, 2006 at Malden City Hall. Many people either directly or indirectly associated 
with the plumbing industry attended this hearing to listen and to voice their opinion on this 
very debatable subject. 
 Most of the people I heard that spoke in opposition to this proposal focused on the 
dangers of P.V.C. and A.B.S. in relation to fire and smoke. Industry leaders, 
manufacturer’s reps., and a Professor from M.I.T. spoke in length about fire safety. 
Without getting into very technical terms and to keep it simple, basically what they said 
was by allowing the unrestricted use of P.V.C. in all buildings would be like adding fuel to 
the fire. So explains the argument that much of the contents of commercial space is made 
up of some sort of plastic. Although just about everything built must meet some sort of 
fire rating standard, not to mention the space itself  must meet strict fire safety codes. One 
Plumbing Inspector spoke in favor saying that F.O.G. (fats, oil, and grease) eats cast iron 
pipe and fittings. My declaration took a very different angle, “ the lost art of plumbing.” 
 First of all I am not completely opposed to P.V.C. etc, it has many good uses. In 
fact P.V.C has proven to perform better than cast iron and copper in some applications, 
most of which are already allowed in the code, like photo labs, bar sinks, and beauty 
salons. The interesting part of this is that even though P.V.C. may perform better it is still 
only an option. You do not have to use P.V.C. in any of those locations. Only section 
10.13 Special Wastes (acid) requires the use of very specific pipe and fittings, most are 
made of some sort of plastic.  
 From the very beginning P.V.C. was marketed as a time saver, a quicker easier 
way to get the job done. That was and still is the mind set, even with the general public. 
Many plumbers feared it would be too easy and would encourage homeowners and 
unlicensed contractors to perform their own plumbing. Since that time there has been a 
virtual explosion of do it yourselfers. It is impossible to avoid and very difficult to control. 
This saturation of handymen and you can do anything attitude cannot be totally blamed on 
P.V.C. But in the plumbing industry it certainly is part of it. After all how many 
homeowners have ever attempted to pack and pour a four inch joint. 
 For plumbers, P.V.C. is considered much faster to install than cast iron. And that’s 
not completely a bad thing. But with haste workmanship sometimes suffers. That is what I 
see more with P.V.C. than anything, poor workmanship on almost a daily basis. Fittings 
glued in crooked, leaks, fitting that pull apart right in your hands, no hangers, nail holes, 
plumbers that have never bought a can of cleaner in their career, you name it I have seen 
it. Is the workmanship any better with cast iron and copper pipe? Not always. But it seems 
that type of work is at a higher level. Yes it takes more time to put cast iron and copper 
together, in my opinion that’s a good thing. If I could describe it in a word I would just 
say it’s more professional. I cannot envision  P.V.C. in a restaurant, a hospital or an 



industrial building, it just doesn’t belong there and doubt any architect or engineer would 
spec it, which only adds to the debate. 
 You would think that the Plumbing Board would have much more important issues 
to deal with right now, rather than wasting time on this two person fishing expedition. One 
of which is continuing education for all plumbers. You remember the law that was passed 
two years ago? It must be buried under all those P.V.C. fire reports. Or how about getting 
the code revisions back to a legitimate code committee where they belong. All the major 
professional national plumbing codes use committees, and extensive input for their 
revision process, unlike 248 C.M.R. that uses one person sitting at his computer making 
so called grammatical changes. Have you ever tried to read these so called grammatical 
changes? I keep repeating that (grammatical changes) because that’s what they claim they 
are anytime I ask. Well unless you can read and understand the hermitian matrix, you 
probably couldn’t. You could try like I did, but you most likely will give up when you run 
out of migraine pills. That’s if you could even get hold of the top secret novel. I happened 
to find one on the sidewalk in front of my house. Because of this I allege they have been 
making much more than grammatical changes, hoping no one would notice. You see the 
P.V.C. change may have been noticed. 
 I broke into plumbing when I was twelve years old, going to work with my Dad 
during summers. One of my first jobs was melting and pouring lead in the basement of a 
twelve unit apartment building in Charlestown. Six plumbers slinging 4” extra heavy cast 
iron pipe around like twigs. “Ready for a Pour,” the orders barked. I’ll never forget it, and 
can still smell it. They taught me how to properly pack and caulk a joint. I learned how to 
clean fittings and solder. And when the rough plumbing was complete, for me anyway it 
looked better than any finished plumbing job. When I took my test, I had to pack a four 
inch joint, and solder a 1 1/2” copper male adapter with the socket faced down so the 
solder would pull in. All while a very stern State Examiner closely watched. I still have all 
of my caulking and packing irons. My Dad still has his lead wiped joint when he took his 
test in the 50’s. My Son is now a Journeyman Plumber, and soon will be taking his 
masters exam in front of a computer screen. I can picture it now as my Grandchildren are 
explained the families plumbing history. Great Granddad’s lead joint, Granddad’s old 
irons, and for Dad, among all the high tech mechanical tools, a can of glue and cleaner and 
a hack saw.   
 Call me old fashioned or sentimental, believe me I have been called much worse. 
Just don’t call me out of touch. I own and operate just about all of today’s modern 
gadgets. And I have used all of today’s high tech plumbing and heating products in my 
own home. Including P.E.X, C.S.S.T., and yes I used P.VC. Like I said it has its 
residential applications. I just think there’s something to be said about longevity. Change 
for the better is good. But change just for the sake of change, or to diminish even the state 
of mind of a professional trade is bad, very bad. 


