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n October of last year U.S. President
George W. Bush signed House Bill
1646 into law. Included in this law was
a small provision titled “Program to
Improve Building Construction and
Practices in Latin American Coun-
tries.” For ease in communication,
many refer to this as the CASA Act
(Codes and Safety for the Americas
Act). CASA was the name originally
placed on the bill when Senator
Christopher Dodd first proposed the
legislation in July 2001.

The intent of the bill was made
quite clear from Senator Dodd’s state-
ment printed in the National Con-
gressional Record: “Mr. President, |
rise today to introduce legislation that
will improve building safety in Latin
America, increase the cost-effective-
ness of our disaster relief assistance
and most importantly save lives.”!
Dodd was joined by Senators Joseph
Lieberman and Jeff Sessions and
Congresswoman Rosa
Delauro in the House of
Representatives.

To achieve the intent of
the CASA Act, Dodd pro-
posed that the president
“provide funding ... to train
architects and contractors in
El Salvador and Ecuador in
the proper use of the code
[U.S. building codes and
standards]. By educating
builders and providing
them the necessary codes
for their work in their own
language it is only a matter
of time before we will begin

Figure 1 — Text on a cement bag in
Central America claims that the product
inside exceeds ASTM standards.

25% MAS RESISTENTE DE LO QUE
ESTABLECEN LAS NORMAS INEN Y ASTM

PERMITE AHORRAR HASTA UN 15%
DE CEMENTO EN SUS OBRAS

EN CADA m3 SE AHORRA UN SACO |:|

MAYOR RESISTENCIA TEMPRANA
PARA BLOQUES Y PREFABRICADOS

Figure 2 — Text of a promotion taken from a major Latin
American cement producer states the cement has 25 percent
more strength than required by the ASTM standard so
contractors can use 15 percent less material.

an ASTM standard by 25 percent, and
why can we therefore reduce the
amount of product used by 15 per-
cent? Does this mean that if another
manufacturer markets a cement that
achieves only 75 percent of an ASTM
standard, we need more product to
achieve the ASTM standard? As we
can clearly see, there is a basic lack of
understanding, in Latin American
companies such as this, of what a
standard is and how it is used.

PROVIDING SOLUTIONS
The CASA Act will provide for the
education of building professionals
on what codes and standards are, how
they are established, and under what
conditions they can safely be applied.
There are a number of very basic tests
and standards that need to be under-
stood in construction before one can
begin to realize a well-built project. As
a simple example, consider the fol-
lowing: a contractor can
use ready-mixed concrete

I:I that was manufactured in

accordance with ASTM C
94, Specification for Ready-

D Mixed Concrete. Once on

site, this concrete needs to
be tested and samples
cured in accordance to
ASTM C 31, Practice for

|:| Making and Curing Con-

crete Test Specimens in the
Field, to assure that the
concrete achieves the cor-
rect design strength. Fi-
nally, the contractor can
apply a cement plaster to

to see safer buildings in the
region, and a return on our invest-
ment.”t ASTM International, being
one of the codes and standards
organizations named in the CASA
Act, has a chance to play a key role in
this initiative, as well as in the com-
munity at large in Latin America.

EDUCATION IS NECESSARY

To better understand the need for
increased involvement of ASTM in
Latin America, let’s take a look at an
advertising promotion recently un-
dertaken by a cement manufacturer in
Latin America. For some time now
this company, similar to many in the
region, has been using ASTM as a
benchmark for quality, yet they seem
to poorly understand the mission of
ASTM and standards in general.

The advertisement in question
claims that the company’s cement ex-
ceeds ASTM standards by 25 percent;
therefore you can use 15 percent less
cement to complete your project. This
statement shows a clear misunder-
standing of the purpose of standards,
and establishes a dangerous precedent
for the use of essential building prod-
ucts.

Many questions arise from the
wording of this advertisement. First,
which ASTM standard are they ad-
dressing? (Certainly, the product can-
not exceed all ASTM standards.) Sec-
ondly, we know a standard is either
achieved or not achieved. It is not a
commodity that can be banked, bar-
gained and later sold back. How was it
determined that the product exceeds

the brick that uses sand
manufactured in accordance to
ASTM C 35, Specification for Inor-
ganic Aggregates for Use in Gypsum
Plaster.

While there are dozens of other
standards and specifications that will
be very useful in Latin America, the
proper use of just these three would
have a powerful impact on the safety
of the citizens of these countries in
future disasters. The proper use of C
94 would establish a standard for the
Latin American manufacturing in-
dustry. The understanding of the im-
portance of this standard would per-
haps even inspire more independent
testing facilities that would assure the
consumer that all manufacturers are
on a level playing field.

ASTM C 31 addresses the curing

of samples before they are tested. Us-
ing samples of concrete provides the
most effective method to test concrete
strength. These samples must be
properly cured to adequately measure
strength. The curing of concrete is
an enormous problem in Latin
America and is the single largest
problem we face in promoting safe
construction practices. Concrete
needs to cure (that is, set up or
strengthen) in a moist environment
over a specified period of time. Con-
crete that is left in the sun and not
kept properly moist will not achieve
its full design strength. In fact, left
unattended as it is in most projects in
Latin America, concrete will only
reach 50 to 60 percent of its ultimate
design strength. Think of the conse-
quences of this in earthquake-prone
areas such as Ecuador and El Sal-
vador.

Standard C 35 can help assure the
quality of the sand used in cement
plaster applied to the walls and ceil-
ings of buildings in Latin America.
Cement plaster falling is a critical con-
cern if you consider it is generally ap-
plied three to four centimetres thick
(far more than acceptable U.S. build-
ing codes and standards, which spec-
ify 1.5 cm). And a leading cause of
plaster failure and millions of dollars
in needless repairs in Latin American
construction is the use of improper
sand in cement plaster.

REAL BENEFITS

Perhaps it is hard for anyone not
living in an environment like that of
Latin America to understand the sta-
bilizing force that codes and product
standards can have in a community.
Consumer confidence is critically
linked to independently tested stan-
dards. A nation without a well-under-
stood and controlled system of codes
and standards becomes an “anything
goes” environment, where everyone
feels endlessly deceived.

Deceptive advertising is used ev-
ery day in the Latin American mar-
ketplace. An example of this occurred
in 1998 that directly endangered pub-
lic safety on a massive scale. A large
Ecuadoran steel distributor proudly
advertised that it sold an ASTM-certi-
fied “anti-seismic” steel reinforcing
bar. Apart from the fact that this is an
engineering impossibility, ASTM has
no such test or standard to establish

this claim. The manufacturer claimed
that this new bar had greater ductil-
ity than others in the market and
would eliminate the damage that can
occur in earthquakes. You can only
imagine what happened to their sales
in an earthquake-prone nation. De-
spite the fact that no anti-seismic steel
exists, the manufacturer continued to
make this erroneous claim for some
time. Thankfully, the promotion was
eventually shelved and other appro-
priate features of their product were
promoted. However, the damage was
done.

There is a great deal that needs to
be done in Latin America to properly
utilize codes and standards. The
CASA Act is a good beginning. What
is important for ASTM and other or-
ganizations named in the CASA Act
to keep in mind is the essence of Sen-
ators Dodd’s last statement, that the
return on investment will only be no-
ticed after time, and in lives saved and
buildings preserved in earthquakes.
The CASA Act strives to reduce the
devastation created in natural disas-
ters through the education of profes-
sionals in the construction market-
place. The straightforward message of
this education is: Use a proven mate-
rial in a proper method of construc-
tion and a building should perform in
a predictable manner in a disaster.
ASTM will play an important role in
helping to establish benchmarks and
education for the manufacturing and
application of construction products.

Perhaps in the future when prod-
ucts manufactured in Latin American
countries do meet ASTM and other
standards they can begin to export
them to the United States, providing
an expansion for the economies of
these poor nations. The CASA Act
means a great deal to organizations
like ASTM, but even more to the peo-
ple of Ecuador and El Salvador. //
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Section 688 of U.S. Public Law 107-228
Program to Improve Building Construction
and Practices in Latin American Countries

(a) IN GENERAL. — The President, acting through the
Administrator of the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development, is authorized, under such
terms and conditions as the President may deter-
mine, to carry out a program to improve building
construction codes and practices in Ecuador, El
Salvador, and other Latin American countries (in this
section referred to as the “program”).

(b) PROGRAM DESCRIPTION. —
(1) IN GENERAL. — The program shall be in
the form of grants to, or contracts with,
organizations described in paragraph (2) to sup-
port the following activities:
(A) TRAINING. — Training of appropriate
professionals in Latin America from both
the public and private sectors to enhance
their understanding of building and hous-
ing codes and standards.
(B) TRANSLATION AND DISTRIBUTION. —
Translating and distributing in the region
detailed construction manuals, model
building codes, and publications from
organizations described in paragraph (2),
including materials that address zoning,
egress, fire and life safety, plumbing,
sewage, sanitation, electrical installation,
mechanical installation, structural
engineering, and seismic design.
(C) OTHER ASSISTANCE. — Offering other
relevant assistance as needed, such as
helping government officials develop
seismic micro-zonation maps or draft
pertinent legislation, to implement build-
ing codes and practices that will help
improve the resistance of buildings and
housing in the region to seismic activity
and other natural disasters.
(2) COVERED ORGANIZATIONS. — Grants and
contracts provided under this section shall be
carried out through United States organiza-
tions with expertise in the areas described in
paragraph (1), including the American Society
of Testing Materials [ASTM], the Underwriters
Laboratories, the American Society of
Mechanical Engineers, the American Society
of Civil Engineers, the American Society of
Heating, Refrigeration, and Air Conditioning
Engineers, the International Association of
Plumbing and Mechanical Officials, the Inter-
national Code Council, and the National Fire
Protection Association.
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