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DURHAM -- Five thousand down, 
20,000 to go.

The Region of Durham is slowly 
chipping away at a massive plan to 
replace 25,000 plastic water pipes 
buried under local streets.

Polybutylene water service 
connections were installed in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, 
because they were a cheaper 
alternative to copper.

Little did experts know that the 
plastic "pipe of the future" would 
eventually become brittle and start 
cracking.

While some municipalities have 
polybutylene pipes inside homes 
and businesses, in Durham they 
were only used to connect water 
mains from streets to the shutoff 
valves near property lines.

The Region started replacement efforts in 2005, but it was slow going at first because of the cost.

Recent federal and provincial infrastructure funding helped kick things into high gear.

"With infrastructure funding we were able to tackle a large number, we did 2,000 in the last two 
years," says John Presta, the Region's director of environmental services.

In 2009 the Region was approved for $25.5 million in infrastructure funding, with one-third of the 
cost to be funded by each level of government.

About $9.9 million of that was earmarked for polybutylene pipe replacement.

Regional council's finance and administration committee recently learned that costs came in under 
estimate, which means there is almost $1 million in leftover funding.

Mr. Presta said the $999,364 in spare cash will be tacked onto funding for pipe replacements in 
2012, allowing an extra 215 plastic pipes to be switched over to copper this year.

The goal is to have all 25,000 pipes replaced in 10 years at a cost of $19.8 million.

A funding strategy was approved as part of the 2012 water and sewer budget.

"It will be a real accomplishment to have it done in 10 years, that's much sooner than we thought," 
Mr. Presta said.

Just a few years ago politicians and Region staff were painting a much bleaker picture, with 
Chairman Roger Anderson saying it could take "120 years" at the pace things were moving.
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DURHAM -- Years, decades even, and millions, tens of millions, of dollars.

That's what it's going to take to replace the approximately 25,000 polybutylene water service 
connections in Durham Region.

Polybutylene, or poly, piping was used from the late 1970s to the early 1980s, connecting water 
mains from streets to the shutoff valves near property lines. Made from plastic, it was a cheaper 
alternative to copper piping.

However, the chemicals in the plastic are breaking down and causing water leaks. Durham, along 
with other municipalities that used poly, has to replace the connections.

During a meeting of Regional Council's works committee, John Presta, the director of environmental 
services, said it will cost about $7,000 to replace each connection. About $10 million in federal-
provincial stimulus money was used to replace 1,520 connections, Mr. Presta said.

In 2010, the Region is budgeting about $3.6 million to replace even more connections. Under its own 
program, Durham has replaced 256 connections, with 255 to be done in Oshawa this year.

Durham Chairman Roger Anderson noted the Region has spent $2.1 million so far to fix 500 
connections.

"We'll have work for the rest of our lives, yes," works commissioner Cliff Curtis said. "I have three 
crews working full-time to fix breaks."

At the current pace, it could be 120 years before all the connections are replaced, Mr. Anderson said.

"All of us in this room will be dead. All our kids will probably be dead."

"We're fixing the worst of the worst right now," Mr. Curtis noted.

"You're right. It's going to take a long time to fix the problem and it will take a lot of money. And, 
the costs keep going up," Mr. Curtis said. "We're severely restricted in our budget."

Meanwhile, other costs are increasing, he said.

"We simply can't afford to do this is a big way, unless you want a larger-than-recommended (water) 
rate increase."

The Region isn't responsible for the poly on private property, Mr. Curtis said. That is the property 
owner's responsibility.

Most plumbers used copper, so there isn't a lot of poly on private property, he said.

"The leaks we attend to are usually out on the road," Mr. Curtis said.

Mr. Curtis said he had one crew working on the problem, but it's since grown to three.

"If it continues to break, I'll have four or five crews. We're trying to stay ahead."

The cost to replace a connection had been about $5,000, but has risen to $7,000, Mr. Curtis noted, 
because contractors weren't making a profit at $5,000 per connection.
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