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Clearing the Clog

High pressure is often used to open clogged pipes, but when assembly pressure ratings are

ignored, results can be disastrous

By PHIL KIMBLE

No one wants to be in the undesirable position of flushing a
toilet and having the water level in the bowl rise. When this
happens, anxiety levels rise, usually in proportion to the level
of the water. Frantic phone calls are made to the department
of sanitation or to a local plumbing company to clear the
leaves, trash, tree roots and other unmentionables that have
likely impeded or blocked the movement of sewage to the
wastewater treatment center. Periodic sewer cleaning is an
unpleasant, but necessary facet of urban living.

The sewer cleaning truck is a sophisticated piece of equip-
ment. It has a pump that is capable of blasting a stream of
water at up to 2,000 psi. Specialized nozzles, attached to a
hose, use this pressurized water to clean and unclog pipes. The
pump can also pulsate this water stream, giving the nozzle a
“jackhammer” effect to remove really tough clogs. When the
task is complete, the nozle is retrieved from the sewer pipe by
winding the hose back up on its hose reel. The truck also
has a huge vacuum for cleaning up muck and debris.

A sanitation crew was dispatched to remove blockage
reported by homeowners in a neighborhood. The crew was
experienced at this type of call and was well versed with the
equipment. They were excited to see how much time a new
“quick replace” system would save if they needed to change
the nozzle on the hose. This 1-inch hose often got damaged
while traveling down the sewer pipe and while being rewound
onto the hose reel. The crew supervisor had installed this new
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system on a trial basis on the truck. If it worked as planned,
all sewer cleaning trucks in the city would be outfitted with
the new system.

The job was going smoothly. The operator had the pump
running at about 50 percent capacity and had just run out
the full length of hose. He was preparing to shut off the
pump and retrieve the hose when he heard a loud pop.
Before he knew what happened, he was on the ground
writhing in pain. The “quick replace” components had
shattered, allowing the hose to whip. The hose struck the
operator in the shin, breaking his leg just above the ankle.

During the accident investigation, it was discovered that
the “quick replace” components, otherwise known as cam and
groove couplings, were rated for only 250 psi working pres-
sure. The sewer cleaning truck manufacturer stated in its liter-
ature that all components connected to this particular system
must be rated for at least 2,000 psi working pressure. With the
pump running at more than 1,000 psi at the time of the acci-
dent, these components were grossly overmatched.

There’s a saying that a chain is only as strong as its weakest
link. A hose assembly is no different. No assembly should ever
be used to handle more pressure than that of the lowest rated
component. Let’s “Keep It Safe” by knowing the assembly
pressure rating. Don’t rely only on the pressure rating on the
lay line of the hose. Doing so can lead to disastrous and
potentially painful results. ==



