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DOING MORE WITH LESS  
SAPPMA Highlights The Financial & Environmental Benefits Of Using Thermoplastic Pipes 

 

Johannesburg, 18 February 2019.  Recent advances in the production and manufacturing of thermoplastic pipes are 

not only leading to substantial financial savings, but it also making significant strides to help save the environment and 

reduce the environmental impact of piping systems. 

According to Jan Venter, CEO of the Southern African Plastic Pipe Manufacturers Association (SAPPMA), the local 

plastic pipes body and its international counterparts have been researching and documenting the environmental 

impact of plastic pipes, and compared these figures with pipes manufactured from other materials.  Results from these 

studies have proven unequivocally that pipe systems made from thermoplastic pipes have much lower manufacturing 

and transportation costs, better long-term maintenance and higher recyclability than pipes made from other 

materials. 

“The dramatic increase in the size of the world’s population and the corresponding strain this places on infrastructure, 

has placed the focus on assessing the net impact products have on the environment.  This is an aspect that is 

increasingly driving the global economies and have increased the demand for plastic pipes. From an environmental 

and economic point of view, engineers are recognising that investing in plastic pipes make sense because it allows 

them to do a lot more with the same amount of energy or money they would have spent on traditional materials, 

because as they offer a design lifespan of 100 years,” Venter says.  

Significant advances made in recent years have improved both the quality and strength of the raw materials that are 

used for the manufacturing of plastic pipes.  This, combined with efforts to optimise the entire manufacturing 

processes of polymers (plastics) pipe, auxiliary components and the jointing for the delivery of optimised PVC and 

HDPE pipe systems, has ensured that plastic pipes are recognised for quite literally punching above its weight.  

“Piping systems are costly elements infrastructure and it is therefore important to evaluate the entire life cycle and 

energy costs associated with the production, operation and maintenance of plastic pipes,” he said  

Benefits of using plastic pipe vis-à-vissteel or concrete pipes include: 

1. High recyclability and recovery:  Plastic pipe is being recycled on a relatively large scale because of the high 

value of polymer used in the manufacturing process. Although ductile iron and steel pipes can also be recycled, 

the energy cost to do so is makes the process considerably more expensive than with plastics. Basic 

calculations show that the power consumption to recycle plastic pipe is approximately R0.09/kg compared to 

R0,23 – R0,45 for steel, bearing in mind that many steel pipelines are internally lined with material that first 

needs to be stripped from the steel. 
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“Plastic pipe is not wasted and therefore does not contribute to environmental pollution.  100% of recycled 

pipe can be re-used although strict quality requirements set by SAPPMA allow most of it to only be used in 

non-critical applications”, Venter said.  

2. Low amount of energy used to manufacture plastic pipes:  In order to quantify and correctly assess the 

amount of energy that is used to manufacture a material or product, an embodied energy analysis is 

performed.  This involved assessing the overall amount of energy that is needed to extract the raw material, 

manufacture the products and maintain it.  The basic factors that influence the embodied energy of a piping 

system are include the pipe size, type of material used, durability and design life of the system, the amount of 

energy required to pump the fluid etc.  

The results of the tests performed on various different pipes showed that even though the material energy of 

ductile iron is a lot less than that of plastics in terms of mass (MJ/kg), the picture reverses when the wall 

thickness and mass per meter are taken into consideration (MJ/m).  Similarly, the amount of carbon dioxide 

that is emitted by the production of plastic pipe is far below that of ductile iron. 

3. Lower pumping costs:  Energy shortages and high electricity costs are increasingly influencing societies around 

the world. Considering that approximately 60 % of the world’s electricity is used by electric motors, of which 

20 % of this is used for pumping, it has become vitally important to consider the amount of electricity needed 

to pump fluids through pipelines. Here again plastic pipes have proven to save costs owing to the fact that 

their walls offer very limited resistance to flow (low friction) and even more importantly, remain virtually 

unchanged throughout its design life.  All of this helps to keep pumping costs to a minimum and saves money 

on maintenance in the long run. 

4. Lower transportation costs: Because plastic pipes weigh much less than steel or concrete, it costs considerably 

less to transport plastic pipes.  As a result, it also has a much smaller carbon footprint and less CO² emissions.  

5. Bigger application thanks to new sizes:  Plastic pipes are being manufactured in much larger diameters and 

higher pressure ranges than ever known before.  This is an exciting development that is opening up new 

markets and possibilities plastic pipes that were traditionally occupied by steel pipe market.  

Through its association with international bodies and fellow plastic pipe associations, SAPPMA is offering the benefits 

of being linked to best practices in Europe, the Americas and Australia to its members and the rest of the industry.  

“Globally the plastic pipe industry is in a strong position and continues to grow its market share and influence.  In 

South Africa, there is definitely more potential for growth through creating awareness and understanding of the 

various materials and combination of offerings that can be used.  At the same time, we need to create a stronger pull-

through effect by increasing market acceptance that will drive the demand by both the end-user, engineers and 

specifiers who recognise the significant energy savings and environmental benefits afforded to them by specifying 

thermoplastic pipes. From our side, SAPPMA will continue to ensure through our memberships that clients are not 

disappointed with inferior products”, Venter concludes.                                                                                                 ENDS 



Notes to the editor: 

SAPPMA is a voluntary, self-regulating body that represents approximately 80 % of the pipe plastic pipe manufacturers 

in South Africa.  Its primary purpose and mission is to create absolute customer confidence in the Plastics Pipe Industry, 

thereby ensuring long term sustainability and dynamic growth.  As part of this mandate, its members agree to bind 

themselves to the Association’s Code of Conduct and allow for factory visits (announced or unannounced), including 

sampling and testing of products.  

 

 

For more information, visit www.sappma.co.za 


