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When It Comes To

Imported

Cast Iron,

It’s Buyer Beware

By Joe Christiansen, IGGC Inc.

ing tariffs and quotas on a number of imported steel

products, sending ripples throughout the manufaciuring
and construction sectors. Domestic steel makers had sought
the action as 8 means of battling subsidiced imports that were
being “dumped” in the U5, at prices far below their cost,

Faced with many of the same challenges as the stee] makess,
the cast iron sl pipe industry has followed the tacif issue
closely. Both industries provide important manufacturing jobs
for U.5, workers. Both industries have an impact on constric-
tion, Both industries are being hurt by unfair trade practices.

Ini fact, in a 50 voie on April 8, the LLS, International Trade
Commission ruled that there is 4 “reasonable indication™ that
nonmalleable cast iron firtings made in Ching are being sald at
“less tham fair value™ in the United States. This finding i segnif-
icant, particularly because as a new member af the Warld
Trade Crrganization, China is now subject to the same anti-
dumping rules as other member countries. The implication is
clear, Without fair, uiles-heised Irurji.'."fn.'e"lr.ud:' e ﬂ:i:t.

Unlike many of the old-line steel producers, domestic cas
iron foundries have been investing in technology and awtoma-
twn, By plowing capital back into thedr processes and mmprov-
g production technigues, today's foundries have become
modern, efficient, low-cost producers.

In contrast, despite assertions to the contrary, many foreign
foundrics remain state-owned or enjoy ]|.|.1|:|,|.- gervernment mihi-
sidics. They don't have to worry abaut the high oot of capital,
making it difficult for private domestic foundnies o compete,
And depending en the country of ergin, environmental and
safety regulations can be lax, o in some cases, non-exisient,
along with the high costs associated with mecting those regula-
tions. While Arsericin manufacturers can compete with any-
one in the world on a leve playing feld, the unfair advantages
enjoved by subsidized foredgn foundries, particularly Chinese
foumndries, cross the boundary of firness,

Theee ane Ja.‘rp,L".I' issuies af stake here as well, In Ly indus-
tracs—atee], cast imon amd textles, o name a Ew—he Unied
Srates is swiftly bnsing its domestic manufacturing capabilities.
[n fact, there are only three domestic cast iton soil pipe
feandries left in the United States, Free trade purists say meas-
ures like the gteed tnfl drive wp the cost of poods and hart the
ecomomy, But there are broader economic and national securi-
Iy concerns ko bosing manufacturing jobs and having to rely on
imported goods to sustain us, Maintaining a strong manufac-

Aﬁ:‘-v maonths ago. President George Bush enacted sweep-

ll.'ll:i.l"lS_ gector will |1£||1 o I:m:p our economy and mt“HI}'
steong. When this is understood, "Buy American” becomes
mone than just a slogan.,

The cost of goods and materials &5 a legitimaie concern
when it comes to plumbing contractors—affter all. who doesn't
wani o pay the lowest prices? Specifically, Chinese cast iron
|:'|i|.l|.' aiidd |_|I!I!'|n|.|;.'| are axflen .1_1.-;|||.-||-|I.|_-_ at a preee I:|'|.c|.r =l L 3]
o 1 pass up. Pipe & pipe, right? S0 why not buy the cheap
etuff and save a fiow buacks*

I Buy American” is not enough of an incentive, then per-
hips wsues like consistency of quality, relsability and availability
are, Before you put vour reputation on the line with imported
cast iron, consider the following.

Manufacturing high quality cast iron is a difficult and
demanding process, Cooling rates, wall thickness, alloy content
and chemical compostion all dramatically impact the stremgth,
quality and integrity of the iron. In order to make uniform,
high quality castings, Carbon Equivalent {CE}, graphite and
slicon must be controlled, and a constant, eptinuwm pouring
temperature maintained

With domestic foundries, you can be sure of the quality, For
example, Charlotte Pipe and Foundry, based in Chardotte, NC,
monitors and sontrels the chemical propertics and fempera-
ture of s irom om an hourly basis to be sure it meets stringent
standards for quality. Charlotte also measures weight, thicknes
and laving length for dimensional accuracy to ensure that
inside and outside diameters conform to all code specifica-
tioms, Finally, water testing is done on overy picce of cisl fron
pipe before it rodls off the line

In addition, as a service to the engineering and contracting
community, the Cast [ron 5ol Pipe Instibute (CISPL) inspec-
tairs perform guality control and conformance lests on inven-
tories of all member ULS, foundries three times a year, These
inspections help ensure that domestic pipe and fitting sys-
tems will perform as required by LS plumbing codes and
product standards,

On the other hand, imports are sometimes marked with
ASTM or CISPI standard numbeers. Bt i is often unclear if the
products have been manufactured 1o ASTM ar CISP] stan
dards. In addition, some impans carry the trademarks of long
defunct or nonexistent domestic foundries—markings that
have the capacity to misdead, because they mmply that the mate-
rial was made in the U5 A few importers have even been
l.';LIJ|.E]'H En[:'r'r'ill.ﬂ trademarks -:'!-rLrEh.":r.'ll:lnE domesitic foundres




a blatont vislation of trodemark and unfair competition lases,
inchsding the Trademark Counterfeiting Act.

Because it's difficult to track the ownership of many
forcign foundries, customers may not be able to ascertain
for sure where the material was made or if it meets the
quality requirements of the standards, Without reliable
and accurate data concerning the raw materials and casting
methods used o produce the material, those specifying the
pipe and fittings are left to guess whether the products
being used will perform as expected.

If you are concerned about the quality of the material
you are buying, ask for the corresponding testing data that
includes the date of manufacture and the maker’s (oot the
imparter's) nome and address. Only then can you be sure
of the chemical composition and quality. Some testing of
imported material is done here in the United States. But,
according to ASTM ABRS {Standand Specification for Hub-
less Ciast Tron Soil Pipe and Firtings), testing and inspection
must be conducted before shipment. If not, there can be
na way to address a guality issue after the fact, particularly
since many imported materials lack the proper markings
to allow a customer to identify who manufactured the
products in the first place.

There is another factor o consider as well, A recent
review of the OSHA Hazardous Communications-required
Material Safety Dara Sheets (MSDS) disiributed by an
importer of Chinese pipe products revealed the startling
presence of asbestos fibers in the coating of imported pipe
and firtings.

Engineers al ABE] Foundry in Cakland, CA, o domestic
foundry that was testing Chinese imports, were shocked 1o
see asbestos reported in the M5SDS data and could not
explain why it would be used in the production of cast
irom DWW, Severe health problems and life threatening dis-
cases have been linked to exposure to ashestos, and i s
prohibited in almost all typed of construction, A whole-
saler of contractor that wied pipe or Gitings with ashestos
coatings, wittingly or unwittingly, could face huge legal
coats and Anancial penalizes,

According to ABEI, the MSDS data published by this
Southern California importer of cast iron D'W'V states that this
ashestos B completely encapsulated by asphalt, “But what hap-
pens when the pipe is cut in the field vsing an abrasive saw?™
asks AB&I's Kip Wixson, “Is the obvious dusting that occurs
during cutting exposing plumbers and others to dangerous air-
borne ashestos?™

Few would want to expose themselves to the Liability of
dealing with hazardious material. “The courts are clogged with
liablity cases involving workers and others who were exposed
to asbestos and got sick,” savs Wikson. [t's not just manufactur-
ing companies that are being sved. According to the March
2002 issue of Forfune magazine, boilermaker Babeock &
Wilcox was merely a purchaser of ashestos products, but went
bankrupt anyway due 1o ashestos linigathan. Forfiowe reports
that asbestos filings against some defendants have nearly
tripled in the last three vears, And if asbestos fsn't enough,
arsenic also has been detected in samples of imported cast iron
sl pipe. And finally, a purchaser needs to be sure his suppliers
check for radiation in the scrap they process, s there have been
several instances where tainted materials have led to costly
product recalls.

So you can see, producing high quality cast iron 5 no ey
task. Ity critical that vou know the manufacturer of the materi-
als you by and that you can validate thesr daims concerning
guality, reliability and compliange 1o manufscturing standards

IT yora are consichering baying rmported cast iron, ask your-
pell a few wugh questions first, Will your importer back the
cpuality of vour material? Will he stand behind you if a problem
should occur? Are vou willing to take that chance? Uneg harm
to vour reputation is dene, earning back that trust can be a
challenging prospect, PV
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