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In 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) started monitoring the outbreak of a new
coronavirus which ultimately was named COVID-19. The virus was first identified in Wuhan,
China. This paper is intended to provide practical guidance for plumbing professionals who
work on sanitary waste and sewer systems on how to protect themselves, their loved ones and
their coworkers during the current pandemic.
Coronaviruses are so named because, when viewed under a microscope, they have protrusions
that resemble a crown. They belong to a family of viruses common in both humans and many
animal species. In rare occurrences, animal coronaviruses can mutate to the point where they
are able to also infect humans, which is likely what occurred in China late last year. The
potential for viruses that cross over from animals to humans to develop into an epidemic,
happens when the virus can then be transmitted between humans. The COVID-19 virus is highly
transmissible between humans and can cause respiratory illness and even death.

As of this writing on
March 11, World
Plumbing Day, the
WHO has
announced the
outbreak qualifies
as a pandemic,
having spread on all
inhabited
continents. The
worldwide the
number of humans
diagnosed with
COVID-19 has surpassed 120,000, with more than 4,300 deaths (see chart below). These
numbers are predicted to grow. Unfortunately, there’s much we still don’t know about the
virus, including important details about its transmissibility, how long it can survive on various
surfaces or in water, and the range of illness severity amongst various population groups. It is

known that the elderly and those who are immuno-compromised with pre-existing medical
conditions are the most vulnerable for poor medical outcomes, which is consistent with other
pathogen-based diseases, including influenza. However, contrary to some misinformation that’s
currently available, the coronavirus is in fact considerably more dangerous than the current
annual influenza virus.
So, what are the implications for those who work in the plumbing industry and what steps can
plumbers take to stay safe? It is likely that the COVID-19 coronavirus can indeed be spread
through building sanitary drainage systems. This became apparent when the Chinese
government identified an outbreak in a Hong Kong high-rise building a few weeks ago (see the
IAPMO white paper).
Therefore, for as long as the pandemic is still active, it should be assumed by anyone working
on a sanitary drainage system that the virus is present. Considering the potential to come into
contact with water and aerosols that contain the coronavirus when working on sanitary
systems or sewers, it is highly recommended that plumbers wear proper personal protective
equipment (PPE), including a full face shield that is worn over safety glasses, and gloves.
Of course, plumbers work on sanitary drainage systems that contain fecal matter and a host of
dangerous pathogens every day. Taking careful precautions to prevent contact with wastewater
and proper hand and arm hygiene is a matter of good practice for plumbers. In the United
States, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) provides standards for
worker protection. OSHA Standard 29 CFR 1926, Safety and Health Regulations for Construction
provides the requirements for construction worker safety, including plumbers who work on
sanitary drains, vent systems and sewers. The standards are available free at
https://www.osha.gov/laws-regs/regulations/standardnumber/1926.
The most important subsections for plumbers to review are:
• 1926.20 - General safety and health provisions; 1926.21 - Safety training and education;
• 1926.22 - Recording and reporting of injuries; 1926.23 - First aid and medical attention;
• 1926.28 - Personal protective equipment; 1926.50 - Medical services and first aid;
• 1926.95 - Criteria for personal protective equipment; 1926.102 - Eye and face protection and
• 1926.103 - Respiratory protection.
Additionally, ASSE International’s Series 12000 Standard, Professional Qualifications Standard
for Infection Control Risk Assessment for All Building Systems, is a standard that sets minimum
criteria for the training and certification of pipe trades craftspeople, and other construction and
maintenance personnel, on how to safely work in an environment with the potentially deadly
diseases that may be present within worksites. While the pandemic remains ongoing, ASSE
International is making the ASSE Series 12000 Standard available for free at https://asseplumbing.org/12000-2018. The ASSE 12000 certification training addresses viruses, including
the Sever Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) virus, but does not specifically reference COVID19. We welcome plumbers from across the globe to consider professional qualification for

infection control risk assessment especially when working on sanitary systems that have a high
probability of being contaminated with COVID-19, such as healthcare facilities and hospitals.
Finally, common sense still reigns supreme. Plumbers are advised to increase the frequency of
hand washing and wash for at least 20 seconds with soap and water (even longer hand washing
time is good practice after contact with wastewater); avoid touching of the face; cover any
open cuts or wounds and wear proper PPE. If you personally come into close proximity, or into
direct contact with an infected person, immediately report the incident to your supervisor and
to your doctor or healthcare provider.
Good workplace and tool cleaning practices are also extremely important. Avoid sharing of
tools with coworkers to the greatest extent possible. When choosing cleaning chemicals, look
for cleaning agents with claims against viral pathogens. If such cleaning agents are not
available, use soap and water and dry tools thoroughly after use. Keep your PPE clean as well by
following manufacturer instructions carefully.
With no vaccine or treatment regimen currently available, it is important for all workers to be
able to recognize the symptoms associated with contracting the coronavirus, which include
fever, shortness of breath, and persistent cough. Symptoms can take between 2 to 14 days to
become apparent after exposure to the virus. If you start to feel ill, stop work immediately so as
to protect your coworkers and others around you, go home, contact your doctor and follow
your doctor’s orders! This is critically important when working in a facility that houses immunocompromised people.
The IAPMO Group sends its best wishes to plumbing professionals around the world. We hope
that the information above is helpful. As usual, plumbers are on the front lines fighting the
battles that keep people safe. By working carefully and thoughtfully, we can also keep ourselves
and our loved ones safe as we deal with and defeat COVID-19!
Additional sources of useful information can be found at the links below:
• https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
• https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html
• https://www.wef.org/resources/onlineeducation/webcasts/ArchivedWebcasts/CoronavirusWebcastArchive/

