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BACKGROUND

The World Plumbing Council (WPC), established in 1990, has some 100+ members from 23 separate countries. Full Members are representative bodies within the industry such as trade associations, professional institutes, manufacturer bodies and regulatory organisations. Affiliate members are other organisations with an interest in the aims of the WPC including individual companies and universities.
Its mission is to “unite the world plumbing industry and promote the role of plumbing in improving public health and safeguarding the environment”.

One of its objectives, which is directly relevant to the Protocol on Water and Health, is:

“To promote the industry’s role in improving public health through the provision and protection of safe water and sanitation”.  

WPC has been recognised as an NGO in official relations with the World Health Organisation (WHO).

WHAT IS PLUMBING?

Plumbing is the piping, fixtures and appliances within a property and also all of the work associated with the design, installation, removal, alteration or repair of piping, fixtures and appliances in connection with drinking water supply, non-drinking water supply and drainage systems, which flow in and out of buildings and between given connection points to points of use and/or disposal. 
HEALTH ASPECTS OF PLUMBING

WPC and WHO jointly published “Health Aspects of Plumbing” on World Water Day, 22 March 2006. This guide (currently available in English and Chinese) illustrates the importance of plumbing as a contributor to public health and provides guidance which, if followed, can ensure that the integrity of water supply and sanitation systems is maintained through effective plumbing arrangements. The guidance is downloadable from:

www.worldplumbing.org/docs/health aspects of plumbing.pdf
It might be assumed that health issues relating to water will be resolved if water supply and sanitation systems are provided. WPC argues that it is essential that effective mechanisms are put in place to ensure that the integrity of water supply and sanitation is maintained through appropriate plumbing arrangements and “Health Aspects of Plumbing” demonstrates a number of important factors which need to be addressed.
Properly designed, installed, operated and maintained plumbing is an important intervention in ensuring access to safe drinking water. However, public health and safety can be compromised when harmful bacteria, viruses, parasites and other types of contaminants enter the water supply system either at source through seepage, as a result of a cross connection or from the piped materials that are in contact with the drinking water supply. 
FOUR STEPS TOWARDS IMPROVED HEALTH THROUGH PLUMBING

STEP 1: RECOGNISE THAT PLUMBING IS IMPORTANT

WPC suggests that it is essential that governments, aid agencies and others concerned with the health benefits of water and sanitation start by recognising the critical role which plumbing plays in the process. It has often been the case that communities have been provided with drinking water and sanitation without appropriate plumbing measures being put in place. Experience has shown that such an approach can prove to be economically inefficient and also possibly dangerous in that any health advantages are negated. Water and sanitation without appropriate plumbing measures is unlikely to deliver sustainable health benefits.

WPC is active in promoting the importance of plumbing and in recent years has made presentations on this subject at international conferences for the water industry and the medical profession as well as emphasising the point at numerous plumbing industry events.

STEP 2: SET APPROPRIATE STANDARDS

Pipes, joints, fixtures and other elements of a plumbing system should conform to and be fitted in accordance with accepted quality and performance standards and should be sufficiently durable to give satisfactory service over a long period. A country which has no plumbing regulation is likely to discover that water supply and sanitation will be compromised through inappropriate design, installation and maintenance practices.  Standards should be set by appropriate authorities (which will be responsible for enforcement and implementation). Where no such standards exist, it should be possible to adapt standards used in other countries or regions. “Health Aspects of Plumbing” contains guidance on the elements to be included in a basic form of plumbing industry standards. Essential elements include the design of plumbing systems, the approval of materials and products to be used and the training of plumbers. 
While the use of materials may be driven by cost considerations, care should be taken to avoid the use of inexpensive products which could compromise the quality of the water supplied (for example by contamination of drinking water through a high lead content in taps and others fittings).

WPC is currently working with WHO to produce guidance for water industry regulators on the need for plumbing to be regulated.

STEP 3: TRAIN THE PLUMBERS

It is imperative that individuals installing and monitoring plumbing systems have access to adequate preparatory and continuing education and training. Some form of accreditation system is recommended in order that all individuals working in the industry have achieved and demonstrate appropriate levels of competency.

While many developed countries have long established apprenticeship frameworks for the plumbing industry, it is recognised that in many countries no such frameworks or training programmes exist. WPC, in conjunction with WHO, has been developing some basic training materials for use in countries where there is currently no or inadequate industry training processes. When launched, it is intended that this material could be used by those given responsibility for training new entrants to the industry. The material will include a strong emphasis on the links between good plumbing and good health.

STEP 4: MAINTAIN PLUMBING SYSTEMS

Risk avoidance and reduction will largely depend on the effectiveness and maintenance of water and sanitation equipment and facilities. In high risk facilities (such as hospitals, care homes and schools) this may require periodic inspection and testing as a condition for approval. However, the owner of any plumbing system, regardless of its size or purpose, should be obliged to identify and arrange for the repair of any fault which may develop.
ADVANCE NOTICE

WPC will launch the first ever WORLD PLUMBING DAY on 11 March 2010- an international opportunity to highlight the importance of today’s plumbing industry to the world at large.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON WPC:

www.worldplumbing.org
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