
In one of my recent articles, “Building Products, They Comply with Code But Are They Safe,” I 

insinuated that PVC and some plastics could become the next asbestos or lead and caught 

some �ak from friends in the plastic piping industry. Plastics are used in children’s toys, food 

containers, furnishings, �nishes on furniture, countertops, cabinet pull handles, toilet seats, 

tubs and shower enclosures, plumbing piping, ductwork, cabinetry, carpet, electrical wiring, 

insulation, drinking cups and utensils, televisions, shelving, �ooring, and the list goes on and 

on. If you check history, you will �nd that lead and asbestos products followed the same path, 

and both were even used to transport drinking water.

A recent study found that the average person ingests the equivalent of the weight of a credit 

card in plastic every week, mostly via drinking water. 

Only time will tell if there are major health e�ects, but there are those not willing to wait for 

history to play out.

Plastic pipe emits toxic gases when burned and requires more complex �restopping systems in 

�re-rated construction than non-combustible pipes.

If improperly installed or inspected, these systems allow �re to spread more easily.

The codes can and should play a large part in this responsible control. The codes must be 

responsive not only to information available when products are submitted for inclusion and 

acceptance, they must also be responsive to hazards and risks that arise long after those 

adoptions occur. Many refrigerants, lead, asbestos, polybutylene and other materials and 

systems were approved and used widely. Later, they were deemed unsafe, phased out and 

every trace was erased from all construction codes. The codes can always be safely and easily 

corrected after the product was approved.

About the joint statement, a colleague said, “I don’t agree with their position. They lost that 

battle a long time ago and plastics are allowed in the plumbing codes. This is just an e�ort by 

lobbyists to sell more products and get rid of plastics.” Yes, the plastic and chemical industry 

was relentless and successfully lobbied to remove many restrictions in the codes decades ago. 

If you ask the �re �ghters and �rst responders that are losing their brothers and sisters every 

day, that was a mistake. A mistake they believe needs to be �xed. If we applied the same logic 

to asbestos and lead, we’d still be installing both of those today. In those cases, safety experts 

had no problem updating the codes with safer provisions. No product is guaranteed a lifetime 

of acceptance because it made its way into the code. There are always opposing sides, and this 

is no di�erent. Which side do you want to stand on?

Although the water, drain, waste and vent piping may be a small percentage of the overall 

plastic load in most buildings, there are miles and miles of it in the speci�c buildings referenced 

in the statement. After construction is completed, people bring the plastics in from 

everywhere, including the one-time use items, such as plastic bags, bottles, packaging, 

containers and utensils. It is estimated that approximately 40 percent of the plastic used in 

society is in the form of single use. The di�erence is that piping systems are intended to be a 

permanent part of the critical internal systems of the building and remain in place for its 

lifetime. Although it may be durable, plastic piping does not yet have the extended track 

record (about 50 years) that noncombustible materials have proven (about 100 years). The 

materials for this type of �xed system can be controlled during the building code and 

standards development process as well as during installation. The plastic load that comes in 

after construction is nearly impossible to regulate.

In previous articles, I have promoted the concept that buildings should be constructed in a 

holistic manner. We should be cognizant of an overload of materials that could have a 

detrimental e�ect on the health and safety of the public and the environment when taken into 

account as a total load. In the joint statement released by the UA and the IAFF, they also take a 

measured, holistic approach by not calling for an all-out ban on plastic piping, but rather 

promoting responsible restrictions of plastics in the codes for speci�c piping intense 

occupancies. Instead of asking “why,” maybe the question should be “why not?”

Jay Peters has been in the industry for almost 40 years as a licensed journeyman plumber, 

refrigeration journeyman, sheet metal installer and multi-state contractor. For more than a 

decade he worked for the two largest code organizations as Executive Director of plumbing, 

mechanical and fuel gas at the International Code Council (ICC) and Senior Director of Codes 

and Education at the International Association of Plumbing and Mechanical O�cials (IAPMO). 

Currently he is the principal advisor at Codes and Standards International.

The codes must be responsive not only to information available when products are submitted 

for inclusion and acceptance, they must also be responsive to hazards and risks that arise long 

after those adoptions occur.

No product is guaranteed a lifetime of acceptance because it made its way into the code. If that 

was the case, we’d still be installing lead and asbestos today.

According to Boston Fire Commissioner Finn, “Everything you buy today is laced with plastic, 

so, once they decompose and they combust they’re going to give o� all these toxins and 

carcinogens that are really deadly to �re�ghters.”

In 2019, the United Association of Plumbers and Pipe�tters (UA) and the International 

Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF) released a joint statement in support of restricting the use of 

plastic pipe (PVC and ABS) in speci�c types of buildings, including healthcare facilities and 

high-rise residential occupancies. Although this may send shock waves through some in the 

plumbing industry, or seem an inconvenience to others, they see it as a matter of life and death 

for their members. Their individual press releases can be found at IAFF.org or UA.org.

The IAFF members, made up of mostly �rst responders, are getting cancer at an 

unprecedented rate. The toxic byproducts of plastics, especially PVC, are some of the deadliest 

when burned. Not only are these byproducts ingested through inhalation, but they are also 

absorbed through the skin. Can the cancer be pinpointed to PVC pipes in buildings? Probably 

not. In fact, there is so much plastic in these speci�c buildings that it may be impossible to 

place any blame on piping. 

The author is suggesting the 
International Code Council (ICC) process 
is not responsive to hazards today, and 
is therefore inadequate for resolving 
safety issues.  The ICC would likely 
disagree with that assessment.

The connection the author is trying to 
make between plastics and asbestos is 
false, irresponsible and illogical.

The author provides no citation for this 
outrageous claim.

Does the author suggest prohibiting 
24-hour work schedules, sleep 
deprivation, high stress, EMS duties, 
smoking, exposure to diesel exhaust, and 
being around fire? These are all 
potential risk factors for cancer.

This is misleading. All materials release 
dangerous chemicals when burned in a 
structure fire. Even wood and the 
combustable coating on iron pipes. It's 
irresponsible for the author to single out 
PVC pipe.

The incident rate for firefighters 
having cancer is 9% higher than the 
average public rate according to NFPA. 
There is no direct link to any specific 
materials, and there are long-term 
studies underway which aim to 
understand how unprotected (no PPE) 
exposure may contribute to the higher 
incidence rate, and even that may not 
consider acute systemic factors that 
affect all firefighters, such as stress, 
lack of sleep, and exposure to diesel 
engine exhaust. Simply blaming PVC pipe 
is wildly disparaging.

Highly misleading. Polybutylene was prone 
to failure in highly chlorinated water 
systems in the US. The material is still 
allowed for use in plumbing systems 
outside the US where chlorination levels 
sufficiently lower.

Credible science and real world 
experience justified the inclusion of 
plastics in the plumbing codes. This 
article isn’t about fire fighters and 
cancer rates, because if it were it 
would show the benefits that plastics 
have brought to the fire fighting 
community.  Instead, this article is 
about supporting products that the 
author likes.

This is nothing more than an irresponsible 
attempt to tie PVC pipe to the single use 
plastic debate. PVC pipe has a long 
lifespan due to its durable construction 
and is in no way related to the single 
use issue.

Virtually, every kind of organic material 
emits dangerous toxins when it is burned 
in a structure fire, even wood. Singling 
out plastic is deceptive and misleading.

The author of this highly misleading 
article is not an epidemiologist, or an 
oncology researcher, or a combustion 
expert.
He has no expertise to base his 
sensationalist claims against the 
effectiveness of the codes developed 
by experts in the field with the help of 
leading scientists and engineers.

Insinuation is defined as “to express or 
otherwise convey in an indirect or 
insidious way.” This most recent article 
is also heavy on insinuation and light on 
facts.

Other studies have claimed a possible 
connection between Alzheimer’s disease 
and copper and a heightened risk of 
Legionnaires’ disease from corroded iron 
pipe. Following the author’s logic here, 
should the ICC ban copper and iron as 
well? The Fire Fighter Cancer Cohort Study is 

a three-year FEMA-funded research 
project that will develop and test a 
framework for establishing a long-term 
firefighter multicenter prospective 
cohort study focused on carcinogenic 
exposures and health effects. There 
has been no conclusion about any one 
exposure that has led to a higher risk of 
cancer incidence for firefighters. 

This is also true for cast iron pipe, copper 
pipe, wallboard, furnaces, home framing, 
etc.  If the author’s concern is with 
improper installation, then he should call 
for stricter regulations on installation – 
not prohibition of the materials 
altogether.

This is grossly irresponsible. The causes 
of increased cancer risks in firefighters 
are complex. The author provides no 
evidence that connects these risks with 
PVC pipe.

Ductile iron piping has shown a tendency 
to corrode over time which has been 
linked to increased risk of Legionnaires’ 
disease. Should ductile iron pipe be 
prohibited?

In other words, they participated in the 
code development process. Industry 
provides vital information to the ICC and 
other code organizations. 

Even “no-lead” brass fittings may 
contain trace amounts of lead because 
it’s impossible to remove it entirely in 
making the alloy. US-made PVC pipe 
doesn’t contain lead.

Wrong: Studies have shown PVC pipe has 
an expected lifespan of 100+ years.

Instead of basing his argument on facts, 
the author is relying on logical fallacies.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28889269
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25474/management-of-legionella-in-water-systems
https://www.ffccs.org/
https://www.nfpa.org/News-and-Research/Resources/Emergency-Responders/Health-and-Wellness/Firefighters-and-cancer
https://www.sleepfoundation.org/articles/lack-sleep-increases-your-risk-some-cancers
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25474/management-of-legionella-in-water-systems
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/mae_facpub/170/
https://www.epa.gov/burnwise/wood-smoke-and-your-health
https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/fallacies/
https://vinylverified.com/



