
By 2020, the average age of the 1.6 million miles of water and sewer pipes 
in the United States will hit 45 years. Cast iron pipes in at least 600 towns 
and countries are more than a century old, according to industry estimates. 
And though Congress banned lead water pipes three decades ago, more 
than 10 million older ones remain, ready to leach lead and other 
contaminants into drinking water from something as simple as a change in 
water source.

“It’s simply catering to an industry that is trying to use legislation to gain 
market share,” Stephen Pangori of the American Council of Engineering 
Companies testified this year before a Michigan Senate committee.

A 2013 review of research on leaching from plastic pipe identified more 
than 150 contaminants migrating from plastic pipes into drinking water.
“Plastics are being installed without any real understanding of what they’re 
doing to our drinking water,” said Andrew J. Whelton, assistant professor 
of civil engineering at Purdue University, and an author of the 2013 study. 
“We don’t know what chemicals we’re being exposed to.”

“Iron is just more durable. It’s a more proven material,” said Patrick 
Hogan, president of the Ductile Iron Pipe Research Association, the 
industry’s main lobby group. “Iron’s been in the ground for 100 years.”

Plastic groups have criticized the studies, saying they focus on older 
generations of plastic piping and conflate different types of plastics. They 
also stress that their pipes are independently tested by the third-party 
organization.

The uncertainty over potable water pipes of all kinds is exacerbated by a 
lack of regulation over their safety. There is no federal oversight of the 
materials or processes used to manufacture plastic water pipes; instead, 
water pipes are certified and tested by an organization paid for by industry.

That organization, NSF International, displays a picture of the Capitol 
building on its regulatory resources web page and runs a hotline for 
questions on regulations and product safety. Yet it has never received 
regulatory authority from the federal government. Nor does it disclose test 
results for the pipes it certifies.

“We needed safe water, and we needed it fast. We needed to replace the 
system and PVC was a good choice for us,” said Burton mayor Paula 
Zelenko. “I’ve got to get the best bang for the buck, because bucks are hard 
to come by these days.”

But the majority of iron 
pipes sold today are 
ductile iron, which is 
thinner than cast iron. 
Ductile iron pipe only 
has a life expectancy 
of 11-14 years in 
moderately corrosive 
soils, according to the 
American Water Works 
Association. 

KEY OMISSION: Dr. 
Whelton’s study 
predominantly focuses 
on a non-PVC pipe 
material. Not all 
plastics are the same.

NICE TRY. PVC pipe has 
twice the projected 
lifespan as iron pipe, 
doesn’t corrode, and 
can withstand 
punishing temperatures 
throughout North 
America. 

DECEPTIVE. This 
“precautionary 
principle” approach 
irresponsibly stokes 
unnecessary reader 
fear. And why does the 
reporter cite 
uncertainty over 
“water pipes of all 
kinds,” when plastic pipe 
is the only material 
singled out here?

SLANTED. Government 
agencies rely on 
independent testing 
that meets their 
standards for a host of 
industries.  This 
practice isn’t unique to 
water pipes. 

MISSING FACT: NSF 
certifies all different 
types of pipe, including 
iron, copper and 
cement. It does not 
solely focus on plastic 
pipes.

Burton, MI discovered 
that ductile iron pipe 
installed only 15 years 
ago had started to 
fail. One of many 
reasons why they 
replaced their system 
with PVC pipe. 

WRONG, Mr. Pangori: The 
legislation protects 
competition and 
establishes a level 
playing field. Without it, 
iron pipe makers retain 
their monopoly and 
charge taxpayers more 
for inferior material.

Yet it’s failing at an 
alarming rate. And 
today’s ductile iron is 
thinner than cast iron, 
and doesn’t last nearly 
as long. PVC pipe 
outmatches iron pipe on 
durability, reliability 
and affordability.

MISLEADING. The EPA 
chose to delegate the 
testing of drinking 
water components to 
NSF International (NSF) 
nearly 30 years ago. 
EPA determined it 
could be done more 
efficiently this way. It 
was their decision. 

CORRECT.

https://www.uni-bell.org/files/Reports/Life_Cycle_Assessment_of_PVC_Water_and_Sewer_Pipe_and_Comparative_Sustainability_Analysis_of_Pipe_Materials.pdf
http://www.usmayors.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Procurement-Report-Replacement.pdf

