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To the General Court o f Massachusetts.

At a meeting of the D epartm ent of Public Health held on 
Dec. 21, 1920, the Special Plum bing B oard subm itted a re
port on an investigation as to the advisability o f standardiz
ing municipal regulations relative to plum bing and house 
drainage, together with a draft o f a bill relative to the super
vision of plumbing, and after consideration it was voted that 
the report and draft o f a bill be adopted by  the Departm ent 
and submitted to the Legislature in accordance with the pro
visions of chapter 9 of the R esolves of 1920.

Respectfully,

E U G E N E  R. K E L L E Y ,
Commissioner.



R E P O R T  O F A N  IN V E S T IG A T IO N  AS TO  TH E  AD
V IS A B IL IT Y  O F  S T A N D A R D IZ IN G  M U N ICIPAL 
R E G U L A T IO N S  R E L A T IV E  TO  PLU M B IN G  AND 
H O U SE D R A IN A G E .

Chapter 9 o f the Resolves of 1920 authorized the State 
Departm ent of Public Health to investigate and report as to 
the advisability of revising and codifying the rules, regula- I
tions and ordinances of the various cities and towns of the 
Com m onwealth relative to plum bing, house drainage and like 
subjects in order to prom ote uniform  and standard systems of 
plumbing and drainage. The Departm ent has conducted 
such an investigation, and respectfully presents the following 
report.

On Sept. 11, 1918, the Com m issioner of Public Health ap
pointed a board to consider the form ulation of uniform State 
plum bing laws, this board consisting of the following mem
bers : —

George C. Whipple, professor of sanitary engineering in Harvard Uni
versity, Cambridge, representing the Public Health Council of the 
Department of Public Health.

Thomas M . Wilson, chief tenement house inspector, Building Depart
ment, Boston, representing the New England Association of Plumb
ing Inspectors.

Edward C. Kelly of Boston, representing the Massachusetts State 
Association of Master Plumbers.

Patrick J. Osborne, supervisor of plumbing in the Boston School House 
Department, representing the Massachusetts Association of Journey- 
men Plumbers.

James C. Coffejr, executive officer, Health Department, Worcester, 
representing the State Examiners of Plumbers.

This Special Plum bing Board submitted a report of their \ 
findings to the Commissioner of Public Health and Public 
Health C ouncil on Jan. 3, 1920, which report was published 
in accordance with chapter 19 of the Resolves of 1920. In 
order to obtain further inform ation on the subject and to give 
interested persons an opportunity to express their ideas, four



public hearings were held at the State House on N ov . 9, 11, 
16 and 18, 1920. Each o f these hearings was attended by  
about fifty persons, and the speakers included journeym en 
plumbers, master plumbers, dealers in plum bing supplies, 
architects, water-works engineers, members o f local boards of 
health, plumbing inspectors and citizens. A  second report of 
the Special Plumbing Board, em bodying the draft of an act 
relative to plumbing and house drainage, was presented to 
the Commissioner o f Public Health and the Public Health 

I  Council on Decem ber 21, and is hereto appended.
The Public Health Council has carefully considered the 

subject and has reached the follow ing conclusions: —
The plumbing rules and regulations o f the Com m onwealth 

are now in a chaotic condition. O f the cities and towns 
which have plumbing regulations, 2 have received authoriza
tion by special act o f Legislature, 15 have adopted the so- 
called State Examiners’ rules, and 77 have regulations made 
by local ordinances. In addition to these, a few towns have 
what may be called inform al regulations. A bout 260 towns, 
however, many of which are o f considerable size and popula
tion, have no rules and regulations. These differing m ethods 
of control have resulted in a great variety o f regulations. In 
many cases they appear to be unduly restrictive. Even 
within a short distance o f B oston there are certain plumbing 
devices which are required in one place, prohibited in another, 
and left optional in a third. These differences appear to be 
quite unnecessary and accom plish no good purposes, serving 
merely to make trouble alike for architect, master plumber 
and house owner, and tending, also, to  increase the cost of 
plumbing, as both the architect and the plum ber must take 
time to ascertain what regulations exist in any particular 
place.

There has been a te n d e n cy  d u rin g  th e  p a st tw en ty -five  
► years tow ard increased regu lation  o f th e  deta ils o f p lu m bin g . 

This seems to  h ave resu lted  from  th e  use o f  changed  m a
terials and new m ethods o f in sta llation  o f  p lu m b in g  and 
house drainage, b u t it has been  due also to  changes in bu ild 
ings them selves, their greater h eigh t, th e  increased n um ber 
of multiple houses, and th e  in creased  num ber o f p lu m b in g



fixtures in bu ild ings. These regulations appear in most cases 
to  be justifiab le  for  certain  classes o f buildings, but when ap
p lied  to  o th er classes o f bu ild ings are unnecessarily severe.

Since 1882, when the first important plumbing legislation 
was enacted in Massachusetts, scientific knowledge in regard 
to  the transmission of disease has greatly increased. The so- 
called sewer gas theory has been found to be largely in error. 
There is no specific poisonous gas which originates in sewers, 
and the chance of transmission of disease germs by means of 
sewer air is a negligible factor in epidemiology. On the other 
hand, it has not been shown that the spread of disease germs 
in this w ay is an im possibility, and the human instinct tends 
to rebel against the bad smells which may accompany the 
escape of sewer air into a habitable room. House drainage 
should be so arranged as to provide for a ready removal of 
liquid and solid wastes and for the prevention of stoppage or 
overflow  of fixtures and of other conditions which may be
com e a real menace to the health of the house occupants. It 
is right and proper, therefore, that the police power of the 
State should be exerted to protect the people against insani
tary  conditions associated with the plumbing and drainage 
systems of houses, but with the disappearance of the sewer 
gas danger the necessity for having a large factor of safety 
has been materially lessened.

At the present tim e the business of plumbing is regulated 
b y  law. Ail persons who desire to carry on the business of 
plum bing, or to do plum bing work in cities and towns which 
have plumbing regulations, are required to be registered and 
certified or licensed b y  the Examiners of Plumbers. Appli
cants for licenses must pass an examination to show their 
com petence and pay an annual license fee. This practice of 
licensing should be made effective throughout the State, oi 
at least in all cities and towns which have either public water 
supplies or public sewers.

There have been m any changes in business and social con
ditions since the plum bing laws were established in [Massa
chusetts and even since they were last revised in 1909. There 
has been a gradual change in the m ethods o f doing plumbing



work. M anufactured supplies distributed b y  large corpora
tions have taken the place o f much o f the w ork done on the 
ground. Plumbing w ork in the house to -day  is largely a 
matter of assembling manufactured products; but while this 
may require less skill on the part o f a craftsm an, it will al
ways require good judgm ent. Less work than form erly is 
done in the plum ber’s shop. A  number of years ago when 
cities were smaller, plumbers were engaged on the basis of 
financial responsibility and personal reputation and acquain
tance; but now that cities have becom e of large size this per
sonal relation is being lost, and the public must apparently 
depend more and more upon the system of registration and 
licensing of plumbers and inspection o f the work.

The enforcement of the plum bing rules and regulations 
usually involves three steps: first, the issue o f perm its; sec
ond, the inspection o f the w ork; and third, penalties for vio
lations. In the case of cities and tow ns which have public 
water supplies or public sewers this system of permit and in
spection appears to be necessary, but in the case of small 
towns it would appear to be less necessary, and the adoption 
of this system should be left for each com m unity to decide. 
There is considerable variation in the practice of issuing per
mits, in the fees required for permits, and in the requirement 
of a statement, sketch or plan o f work to be done. Uni
formity in this matter o f permit and inspection would facili
tate the installation of plum bing and would be a benefit to 
the people, but it is a matter which to a considerable extent 
may be left to the local authorities. W here permits are re
quired, they should be issued only to master plumbers.

On the whole, the inspection of plum bing at the present 
time appears to be carried on in a reasonably satisfactory 
manner, but there appear to be m any cases of non-com pli
ance with the law. The m ethods of securing com pliance with 
the law at the present tim e are legal and necessitate court 
proceedings. The difficulty of this system appears to be that 
the penalty for violation of the regulation is one that cannot 
be physically put into effect. The suggestion has been made 
by the Special Plum bing Board that the plum bing regulations



should prohibit the use of water in a building, except for test 
purposes, until the plumbing has received approval. At the 
present time, the gas companies refuse to turn on the gas un
til inspection has shown that the gas piping is in proper con
dition, and this method operates satisfactorily.

M an y of the present day difficulties with plumbing cannot 
be solved b y  legislation unless concerted action can be ob
tained among the States. Plum bing supplies are now manu
factured b y  large corporations doing business throughout the 
country, and it is impossible to regulate many of the details 
b y  a law passed in any one city  or State. If regulations are 
too  minute they have the result o f increasing the cost of 
plum bing.

The troubles with plum bing are usually much less in new 
buildings than in old buildings. It is usually the old worn- 
out plum bing which results in filthy and unhygienic condi
tions. Greater attention therefore should be given to the re
inspection of plum bing already in use. Cheap materials and 
poor workmanship, however, hasten bad conditions, and it is 
largely for this reason that sound basic rules and regulations 
are necessary.

A  study of the detailed plum bing regulations, especially 
those which relate to the subjects of trapping and venting, 
indicates that m any of the regulations m ay well be simplified 
for small dwellings used b y  a single family. In multiple 
dwellings of two or more stories, stoppages or leaks in one 
apartm ent m ay affect the occupants of another apartment, 
and greater factors of safety are necessary in such buildings 
than in buildings occupied by  a single fam ily. Simplification 
o f the plum bing systems in small buildings will tend to re
duce the cost of housing and eventually permit an increase in 
the num ber of fixtures installed without great additional ex
pense. Increased opportunities for the use of water in the 
hom e will tend to im prove the health conditions of a com
m unity. This result can apparently be brought about by 
classifying buildings according to height, occupancy and use 
and b y  making different regulations appropriate to different 
classes o f buildings.



If the regulations are thus m odified so as to provide simple 
rules for the small, low building occupied b y  a single fam ily, 
with more com plicated rules for the larger and higher build
ings, it would appear justifiable to make these regulations 
uniform for all cities and tow ns of the Com m onwealth. The 
best solution appears to be that o f providing, first, simple 
minimum requirements, State wide in their application, and, 
second, other rules and regulations which m ay be known as 
the standard regulations, and which m ay be accepted in whole 

\ or in part by  the local authorities, becom ing effective after 
having been approved b y  the State Departm ent o f Public 
Health. Provision should be made for m odifying these rules 
and regulations from  tim e to tim e in order that advan
tage may be taken o f progress in the art and that new 
devices which prove to be satisfactory m ay be used. In all 
cases the enforcement of the minimum requirements and 
the standard regulations should be in charge o f the local 
authorities.

At the present tim e the water-piping systems which convey 
water to fixtures are not subject to supervision and inspec
tion. This has resulted in unsatisfactory conditions. Plum b
ers usually install the water piping, the fixtures and the 
drainage system as a single job . C om peting plumbers there
fore are inclined to cheapen the water piping, so that pipes 
of inferior quality and of insufficient size are installed. As a 
result the water pipes often becom e clogged and fail to sup
ply water to the fixtures in the required volum e or at the re
quired pressure. T he increased use o f flush valves, which 
require water delivered at a high rate for a short time, is an 
illustration of the need of having the water piping as well as 
the drainage system subject to inspection. The supply of 
water to the fixtures and its subsequent rem oval should ob 
viously be regarded as a single problem . The possibility of 
pollution of water b y  im proper connections in the piping 
system has been dem onstrated in m any cases.

Some of the moxt unhygienic conditions resulting from  im
proper house drainage are found not in the cities but in rural 
districts, as, for example, in summer resorts. Greater atten-



tion  should be given to such buildings in the interest of the 
public health. These troubles are not as closely related to 
the fixtures or the interior piping as to the manner of disposal 
o f sewage and waste water. Local boards of health now have 
authority to control such conditions, but too commonly they 
are neglected. Better results would be secured if some of 
these matters were included under plumbing regulations.

T he State D epartm ent of Public Health is of the opinion 
that the time has com e for a revision of the plumbing laws of 
the State along the lines indicated in this report and that of 
the Special Plum bing Board, and to this end it has formulated 
the attached draft of an act relative to plumbing and house 
drainage and recom m ends its passage. In brief, this act pro
vides for the appointm ent by  the State Department of Pub
lic Health of five plum bing supervisors, three of whom shall 
act as examiners of plumbers and perform the duties of the 
present Exam iners of Plumbers. The supervisors shall from 
time to tim e investigate matters pertaining to plumbing and 
house drainage, and form ulate minimum requirements, uni
form  and effective throughout the State; and they shall also 
form ulate standard regulations which m ay be adopted in whole 
or in part b y  local authorities. In making these minimum 
requirements and standard regulations they may classify 
buildings according to height, occupancy and use, and may 
provide regulations appropriate for the different classes.

It is believed that the adoption o f the proposed act and 
the form ulation o f minimum requirements and standard regu
lations as proposed therein will result in greater uniformity in 
the regulation o f plum bing in the State; will make it possible 
to sim plify the plum bing in small buildings and thus reduce 
their cost; will tend to increase the facilities provided for 
using w'ater in buildings and thus im prove the public health; 
and will be a substantial benefit to  the people o f the Com
monwealth.

W hen we consider the almost total stagnation which now 
exists in the building industry and the great shortage of 
houses o f habitation, particularly in the cities, we are of the 
opinion that the opportunity to lessen the tremendous cost of



building construction and to encourage a revival of industry 
is sufficiently apparent to warrant sym pathetic consideration 
by the Legislature.

S e c o n d  R e p o r t  o f  t h e  s p e c i a l  P l u m b i n g  B o a r d .

Since the publication o f the report of the Special Plumbing 
Board, which was subm itted to the Commissioner o f Public 
Health and to the Public Health Council on Jan. 3, 1920, the 
Board has held several meetings at which the subject of 
plumbing regulation has been further discussed. Four public 
hearings were held at the State House on N ov . 9, 11, 16 and 
18, 1920, each o f which was attended b y  about fifty  persons. 
The speakers included journeym an plumbers, master plum b
ers, dealers in plum bing supplies, architects, members of local 
boards of health, plum bing inspectors and citizens. x\ great 
interest was shown in the subject, and the sentiment ex
pressed at these meetings was practically unanimous in favor 
of changing the laws in such a w ay as to make plumbing 
regulations more uniform . O bjection  was made by  the steam 
fitters to having the water piping of houses included in the 
plumbing regulations, but the architects and water-works 
engineers and plumbers appeared to be in favor of this. 
Some representatives of the journeym en plumbers expressed 
fear that simplification m ight be carried too far.

At the request o f the Commissioner of Public Health the 
Board has drafted an act relative to plum bing and house 
drainage, and at its meeting held on Decem ber 18 it was 
voted to transmit this to the State Commissioner of Public 
Health and the Public Health C ouncil.

The published report of the Special Plum bing Board lias 
been sent to all local boards of health and to other interested 
persons. It has been favorably  com m ented upon by  scien
tific journals, and there has been a great demand for copies 
of it not only from  within but also from  without the State. 
Although about 1,800 copies were printed, the supply is al
most exhausted, and the Board hopes that authority m ay be 
obtained to have 1,000 additional copies printed for circula
tion.



W ith  the presentation of this report, including a draft of 
proposed legislation, the Special Plumbing Board has com
pleted its labors according to the instructions thus far re
ceived ; but it stands ready to advise the Commissioner of 
Public Health further in regard to the subject in case he so 
requests.

G E O R G E  C. W H IP P L E , Chairman.
T H O M A S  M . W ILSO N , Secretary.
JA M E S C. C O F FE Y .
E D W A R D  C. K E L L Y .
P A T R IC K  J. O SB O R N E .1

D e c e m b e r  1 8 , 1 9 2 0 .

1 Mr. Osborne was unable to be present at two meetings when the draft of the proposed 
legislation was considered.



A n  A c t  r e l a t i v e  t o  S u p e r v i s i o n  o f  P l u m b i n g .

Be it enacted, etc., as follows:
1 S e c t i o n  1. Within sixty days after the passage of this act, the
2 commissioner of public health, hereinafter called the commissioner,
3 shall appoint, subject to confirmation by the public health council,
4 five supervisors of plumbers and plumbing, hereinafter called
5 supervisors, of whom the first shall be a sanitary engineer to be
6 appointed for one year; the second an architect or a waterworks
7 engineer to be appointed for one year; the tliird a practical plumber,
8 as defined in section one of chapter one hundred and forty-two of
9 the General Laws, who has had five years’ continuous practical

10 experience as a master or journeyman plumber, to be appointed
11 for one year; the fourth a practical plumber as aforesaid to be
12 appointed for two years; and the fifth a person having such quali-
13 fications as the commissioner may require to be appointed for three
14 years. Thereafter the first and second supervisors shall be ap-
15 pointed for one year each and the others for three years each. In
16 case of a vacancy in the office of any such supervisor, his successor,
17 qualified as aforesaid, shall be appointed for the unexpired term of
18 his predecessor. All appointees hereunder shall hold office until
19 their successors have been appointed and confirmed. The first
20 and second supervisors may be members of the public health coun-
21 cil. The commissioner shall annually designate one of the super-
22 visors to be chairman.

1 S e c t i o n  2. The commissioner shall designate three of the
2 supervisors to act as examiners of plumbers and shall designate one
3 of them as clerk. Thereafter all powers and duties held, exercised
4 or performed by the state examiners of plumbers shall be trans-
5 ferred to, held, exercised and performed by the three supervisors
6 so designated.

1 S e c t i o n  3. The supervisor designated as clerk shall receive
2 compensation not exceeding thirty-five hundred dollars a year, and
3 the other four supervisors not exceeding ten dollars for each day
4 of actual service, such compensation to be fixed by the commis-
5 sioner.
6 The supervisors shall be allowed their traveling and other neces-
7 sary expenses. Such compensation and expenses, together with
8 the clerical and other necessary expenses of the clerk, when ap-
9 proved by the state department of public health shall be paid by 

10 the commonwealth.

1 S e c t i o n  4. The supervisors shall from time to time, when
2 directed by the commissioner, investigate any matter pertinent to



3 plumbing, house drainage and plumbing ventilation and report
4 thereon to the public health council. They shall also perform such
5 further similar duties as the commissioner considers are for the
6 public interest and public welfare.

1 S e c t io n  5. The supervisors forthwith after their appointment
2 shall formulate regulations uniform throughout the commonwealth,
3 setting forth the minimum requirements relative to the materials,
4 construction, alteration, maintenance and inspection of all pipes,
5 connections, fixtures or other appliances by or through which water
6 or sewage is used or carried and which are installed in connection
7 with or appurtenant to the plumbing system of any building. They
8 shall also provide in such regulations that no such pipes, connec-
9 tions, fixtures or other appliances shall be placed in or appurtenant

10 to any building in any city or town except in accordance with the
11 regulations formulated under authority of this section. They shall
12 also formulate further standard regulations and specify the terms
13 and conditions under which permits to perform plumbing work
14 may be issued, which regulations, terms and conditions may be
15 adopted in whole or in part by  the city council of any city or by
16 vote of the board of health or the selectmen acting as such of any
17 town, and shall become effective therein after notification to and
18 approval by the public health council.
19 The supervisors may, in any regulations formulated under au-
20 thority of this section, classify buildings as to occupancy, use,
21 number of stories, or in other ways, and make different regulations
22 for different classes.
23 They may from time to time revise any regulations formulated
24 under this section, and may also specify alternative methods of
25 construction and approve substitutes for any connection, fixture or
26 other appliance specified in the regulations.

1 S e c t io n  6. After regulations formulated as provided in the pre-
2 ceding section have been approved by the commissioner, the public
3 health council and the attorney general, and have been published
4 once a week for three successive weeks in such newspapers as the
5 commissioner designates, they shall have the force and effect of
6 law. N inety days after the publication of the aforesaid regulations,
7 all regulations relative to plumbing, house drainage and plumbing
8 ventilation in any city or town, other than those hereinbefore pro-
9 vided for, shall becom e null and void.

1 S e c t i o n  7. N o person shall in any city or town having a sys-
2 tern of water supply or sewerage engage in the business of a master
3 plumber or work as a journeyman plumber unless he is lawfully
4 registered, or has been licensed as provided by  chapter one hundred



5 and forty-two of the General Laws, nor shall a master plumber in
6 any city or town engage or employ any person to work as a journey-
7 man plumber who has not been so registered or licensed. The
8 examiners of plumbers may issue certificates of registration in the
9 manner provided in section two of chapter four hundred and fifty-

10 five of the acts of the year eighteen hundred and ninety-four to all
11 persons now engaged in or working at the business of plumbing in
12 any town where certificates or licenses have not hereto fore been
13 required. Such certificates shall authorize the holder thereof to
14 engage in or work at the business of plumbing only within such
15 town. Each master plumber’s certificate or license shall be con-
16 spicuously displayed within his place of business, and the certificate
17 or license of a journeyman plumber shall be exhibited whenever
18 requested by the inspecting officer. IF any person to whom a
19 certificate or license has been granted allows the use of such certifi-
20 cate or license by  any other person, the authority granted shall
21 cease and the said certificate or license shall become null and void.
22 In any town in which plumbing work has not hereto fore been
23 required to be done by  licensed or registered plumbers, this section
24 shall not be in force until ninety days after the taking effect of the
25 minimum regulations hereinbefore provided for.

1 Section 8. Any town desiring to become a part of an inspection
2 district under section ten of chapter one hundred and forty-two of
3 the General Laws may request the commissioner to advise as to
4 which other towns may appropriately be included in such district.
5 Upon request of the board of health of any town which has not
6 now any plumbing regulations, the board of health or inspector of
7 buildings of any city contiguous to such town may authorize the
8 plumbing inspector of such city to perform such plumbing inspec-
9 tion as may be required in such town. The treasurer of the town

10 shall pay to the city an amount equivalent to the per diem com-
11 pensation of the inspector for each day ’s services rendered.

1 Section 9. Upon information furnished to the commissioner
2 that a city or town has continued to neglect or has refused to en-
3 force the regulations formulated under section five or continues to
4 enforce any regulations inconsistent therewith, the commissioner
5 may refer the matter to the attorney-general for appropriate action.

1 Section 10. For a violation of any regulation formulated under
2 this act, the license of a master plumber or a journeym an plumber
3 may be revoked, as provided in section six of chapter one hundred
4 and forty-two of the General Laws, if he has been previously con-
5 victed of a like offence. For a violation of this act or a regulation
6 formulated thereunder the license or certificate of registration of a



7 master plumber or journeyman plumber may be suspended, as pro-
8 vided in section seven of said chapter, and he shall not during such
9 suspension engage in or work at the business of plumbing.

1 S e c t i o n  11. Any person violating any provision of this act or
2 any regulation formulated under authority of the same shall be
3 punished by a fine of not. more than fifty dollars for each offence.
4 Each successive day during which such violation continues shall be
5 deemed a separate offence and punishable by a like fine. On com-
6 plaint of the attorney-general, any city or town neglecting to en-
7 force this act shall forfeit fifty dollars to the use of the common-
8 wealth for each month during which such neglect continues.

1 S e c t i o n  12. All acfs or parts of acts inconsistent herewith are
2 hereby repealed. The provisions of this act, which are in language
3 or intent similar to the provisions of chapter one hundred and
4 forty-two of the General Laws, shall be construed as a continua-
5 tion of said chapter and not as new enactments.






