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At a waste-to-energy facility, part of the operating procedure
is to periodically dislodge the buildup of ash that collects on
the internal walls of the scrubbers (air cleaners) so that it
can be removed for proper disposal. This is done to maintain
efficiency of the scrubbers and to prevent the ash from being
released into the atmosphere.

At one such facility, the method of dislodging the ash was
with a sudden release of compressed air. The “boom” from
the air release vibrated the scrubber, making the ash release
from the walls and fall into a hopper.

Occasionally, the ash would partially plug up the valve,
and, when the valve was opened to begin the process, there
was more of a small “pop” rather than the large “boom” that
was needed to shake the ash loose. When this happened, the
air piping had to be dismantled, and the valve removed and
cleaned. Then, everything had to be screwed and bolted back
together. This process was quite time-consuming.

The site foreman decided that the valve cleaning process
needed to be done faster but really wasn’t sure how to go
about it. One day, while looking for something in the store-
room he shared with the sanitation department, he saw a
hose with fittings. Both ends had handles that allowed the
couplings to be connected or disconnected quickly. The
“light bulb” above his head lit up. He went to the storeroom
manager and asked him to order a hose exactly like the one
he had seen. Knowing he would need other parts to make
this work, he began looking through catalogs in the store-

room office. He found what he was looking for! He ordered
the plastic parts because they were half the price of the
metal ones and looked “exactly” the same.

The next time the scrubber valve plugged, the site foreman
sent one of his maintenance men up to the platform to install
the new hose and fittings. All the piping was removed, and
the plastic adapters were screwed into place where the flanges
had been. But when it was time to install the hose, the arms
on the couplings just would not close. Luckily a little persua-
sion with a ball-peen hammer did the trick. After opening the
valve on the air tank and charging the hose, he walked across
the platform to the scrubber valve. Before he could open the
valve, the hose blew off the plastic fitting connected to it. The
hose whipped, striking him in the mouth, breaking his front
teeth, and knocking him out.

Even when two couplings look exactly alike they may not
work exactly the same. For example, metallic cam and
groove couplings are machined to a standard (Mil-C-27487)
that ensures interchangeability between manufacturers. Non-
metallic cam and groove couplings are made to individual
manufacturer’s standards, but do not interchange with their
metallic counterparts. In addition, cam and groove couplings
are designed for use with liquids.

Let’s “keep it safe” by fully researching our selections.
Even if products appear to be the same, call the distributor
or the manufacturer to make sure they are compatible.
Looks can be deceiving … and dangerous.
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