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he construction, maintenance
and operation of just about every
workplace involves the work of
plumbers and pipefitters.

Did you know plumbers account for the
most emergency room visits of any
occupational trade?

Plumbers are treated most often for
eye injuries, but the job has many
other dangers, including:
■ explosive solvent vapors from glues,

joint compounds and primers
■ biohazards from human waste
■ corrosive chemicals
■ asbestos used for insulation in old

buildings and old plumbing systems
■ lead
■ scalding hot water and steam
■ awkward work postures leading to

repetitive strain injuries
■ confined spaces with atmospheric

hazards such as carbon monoxide
■ rats and poisonous snakes and spiders
■ extreme weather conditions
■ wrenches under force slipping and

causing scraped knuckles, bruises and
worse injuries

Eye injuries are common for plumbers,
caused when a foreign object enters the
eye as a result of working overhead,
soldering, welding, grinding metal,
painting or handling pressurized pipes.

Plumbers and others working
around eye hazards can reduce
injuries by:
■ wearing eye protection
■ using barriers or different materials to

reduce dust and metal fragments
■ applying water to settle dust in some

situations when this procedure would
not cause other hazards

Plumbing work takes place in many work
environments — residential and
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commercial construction as well as
maintenance of various types of buildings
and industrial plants. Plumbers are called
out in extremely cold weather to thaw
and repair pipes.

People who do plumbing repairs at home
are also at risk for many of these hazards.
One of the worst hazards is the type of
chemical used to clear drains. These drain
cleaners are usually caustic chemicals.
They are effective because they are
corrosive, burning their way through
other materials. They have the same
effect on the human body, burning skin,
eyes and lungs on contact.

If you buy a drain cleaner, carefully read
the instructions. Store it out of reach of a
child or pet. Use it only as directed, and
read the directions each time you use it.
Wear the recommended gloves and eye
protection. Dispose of leftover drain
cleaner according to instructions on the
label, to prevent harm to people, pets and
the environment. 

Better yet, try to keep drains running
freely without resorting to drain cleaners,
which find their way into the
environment and water supplies. Try
dumping hot water down the drain, or
using a plunger or a device called a snake.
If you take apart the trap below a sink,
make sure you don’t get splashed by any
drain cleaner you might have applied
earlier. Mixing the wrong toxic or
flammable substances together has killed
more than one do-it-yourself plumber. If
you are not sure you are up to doing the
job safely, call a plumber.

Whether you are a full-time plumber, a
custodian or maintenance employee or a
householder, be aware of the many
hazards associated with this kind of
work.

TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE

T1401-1

1. Eye injuries are uncommon in
plumbing work.

❑ True     ❑ False

2. If you’re plumbing in an older
building, you should be aware of
asbestos hazards.

❑ True     ❑ False

3. Corrosive substances are a minor
hazard in plumbing work.

❑ True     ❑ False

4. Plumbers can find themselves in
hazardous confined spaces.

❑ True     ❑ False

5. You only need eye protection when
steam is present.

❑ True     ❑ False

Test Yourself
Larry bought a new drain cleaner on
the advice of a fellow worker who had
nothing but praise for this new
product. So Larry dumped it down the
drain and hoped it would unclog the
blocked pipes he was working on. It
worked, but what did Larry neglect to
do prior to using the product?

______________________________
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________
______________________________ 
______________________________  
______________________________  
______________________________  
______________________________  
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Just Plumb Dangerous
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MEETING WAS ATTENDED BY: Each participant is to sign below, for record kept on file.

DATE:__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LOCATION:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

MEETING CONDUCTED BY:__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Answers to T1401-1  Quiz: 
1. False   2. True   3. False  4. True   5. False  

Background information:
http://www.keidel.com/resource/safety/

Track down several injury reports involving plumbing on the job. 

Gather material safety data sheets that plumbers and pipefitters need to be aware
of when using corrosive substances.

List the precautions that plumbers and steamfitters need to take to reduce eye
injuries.

Find a real-life fatality report, for example:
A 35-year-old plumber died when an unshorn trench collapsed as he diagnosed
a water line leak.

Research the hazards of asbestos related to plumbing work. 

Plan a scenario outlining the dangers of confined spaces.

7 PREPARATION TIPS
■ Provided extra training to workers who did

poorly on quiz    
Date: _____________________________

■ Observed workers   
Date: _____________________________

■ Refresher training    
Date: _____________________________

■ Other (describe)
____________________________________ 
____________________________________
____________________________________ 
____________________________________ 
____________________________________  
____________________________________  
____________________________________  
____________________________________  
____________________________________  
____________________________________  

Date: ________________________________

AFTER THE TALKBEFORE THE TALK CHECKLIST

■ For information on a variety of
safety topics, check out
Bongarde’s online network for
safety professionals at
www.safetyxchange.org.

■  Order safety posters to
complement this Safety Talk!
Call 1-800-667-9300 and ask for
offer #2049, posters P4011-1 and
P1122-1. Price is just $24.95 for
both and includes shipping.
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