
One of the regional quirks of the 
construction industry in Western PA 
is the Allegheny County Plumbing 
Code. Allegheny County requires 
a master plumber be employed 
to receive a permit for plumbing 
work. That seems logical but the 
scope of services included in 
plumbing includes underground 
sewer construction that don’t 
require master plumbers outside 
Allegheny County. The Allegheny 
County requirements were new to 
Independence Excavating when 

the company opened its offices in Pittsburgh. After a few 
years of frustration, Independence Excavating decided to turn 
the situation into an opportunity and launched Independence 
Plumbing in 2019.

“The main reason we started Independence Plumbing is because 
for years in Allegheny County, in order for us to do private water 
line, storm, and sanitary work, we had to pull a permit and we were 
not master plumbers,” says Jim Schulties, plumbing estimator/
project manager for Independence Plumbing. “We would end 
up subcontracting with one of the plumbing contractors to 
provide a foreman or supervisor, someone who was licensed to 
pull a permit. We decided in 2017 that by 2019 we wanted to 
pull our own plumbing permits. It did not make sense to hire a 
plumber and not generate income.”

Independence Plumbing is division of Independence Excavating. 
It works as a specialty plumbing contractor in Western PA, 
including Erie and east to State College, West Virginia, and the 
Washington DC/Virginia markets. It works as a subcontractor 
to regional general contractors, a prime contractor on publicly 
funded projects, and as the plumbing workforce for the civil 
contracts that Independence Excavating lands.

“When I got here, I didn’t know that Allegheny County had the 
plumbing code it has. As time went on, it made sense to spin 
off the plumbing group as its own entity. It’s just another service 
we can offer our customers,” says Justin Fox, vice president and 
general manager of Independence Excavating. “We believe that 
general contractors and owners want to write fewer contracts. 
Every time they add another subcontractor it adds another layer 
of complexity and sequencing. And there is a lot of synergy 
between the plumbing and the civil business.”

“There is a lot of overlap on both sides,” agrees Schulties.

“Just in 2019 those synergies worked well at the AHN facility 
on Agnew Road that we did for Rycon and the Wexford Medical 
Mall for AHN. We’re working in Washington DC on two different 
jobs that are civil and plumbing,” says Fox. 

The internal synergies justified launching the plumbing business 
but to gain a foothold, Independence Plumbing must establish 
itself with the general contractors, construction managers, 
and owners. In a market that has a deep bench of mechanical 
contractors, that requires a period of auditioning, a reality that 
tests the patience of new businesses. Schulties, who worked 
for mechanical contractor Rabe Environmental Systems in Erie 
prior to joining Independence Plumbing in April 2019, admits to 
being impatient.

“We’ve been successful in public projects. We’re getting 
good bids out there, but it’s been harder to get opportunities 
in the private sector. I just think it’s the fact that we’re new,” 
says Schulties. “We’re prequalified to bid the work at the 
major hospitals, UPNC and AHN. We have a laundry list of 
prequalifications to allow us to bid the private work, but we 
haven’t been getting as much feedback as we would like from 
the market.”

“One of the biggest challenges has been getting our name out 
there,” says Matt Allanson, project manager. “We were able to 
leverage the relationships Independence Excavating developed 
with some of their customers, like Rycon, PJ Dick, or The Buncher 
Company. The challenge is to get our name in front of more of 
the general contractors, especially those that do interior work 
that we wouldn’t have worked with before.”

Fox, who manages Independence Plumbing for its parent 
company, takes a longer view of the way the market has reacted 
to a new entrant.

“Although it’s been a little harder to secure jobs that we would 
like, I’ve been surprised by the feedback we have received,” Fox 
says. “I’m encouraged that PJ Dick, Rycon, Massaro and others 
are talking to us and inviting us to bid. We may not be getting 
all the feedback we want, but general contractors are interested. 
They know that although we are in the audition phase, we’re 
backed by a good organization with a good reputation.”

Independence Plumbing has succeeded in winning work at 
the Butler County Annex, Clarion University, and Slippery Rock 
University. Fox notes that the synergies between the two business 
units were invaluable in Independence Excavating securing the 
$20.9 million first phase of the airport Terminal Modernization 
Program, as uncertainty about the scope of the site plumbing 
work wasn’t an issue for the company.

As they look to the next few years, the leadership at Independence 
Plumbing is encouraged by the market and the initial successes 
the company has had.

“The success we’ve had is because of the people,” says Allanson. 
“We had swung and missed twice before Jim came on board. He 
and [superintendent] Dustin Chehovits really got things started.” 

“One of the things that stand out to me is the overall experience 
we have,” says Schulties. “From the foreman we have, to Dustin 
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and me, everybody has 
a minimum of 20 years 
of plumbing experience. 
It’s not newbies trying to 
do the installation work. 
They are seasoned 
journeymen who have 
been installing projects 
throughout Pittsburgh.”

Allanson looks forward 
to building upon the 
early success to create 
the scale the market 
requires. Independence 
Plumbing is still small, 
with five craftspersons 
managing and 
executing the work. The 
next steps will require 
more investment.

“We have some capability for prefabrication but as our plumbing 
business grows, we can expand our shop space for larger 
prefabrication. That’s the way the market is going,” he says 
“That’s definitely in the long-term plan. If we are going to be 
successful, we have to keep up with the firms that are already 
doing that.”

Schulties acknowledges that he’s been pleased with the progress 
Independence Plumbing has made in the ten months he’s been 

on board, even if he is impatient for more. He allows that his 
ambition for Independence Plumbing has more to do with 
developing a good reputation and building a great team than 
becoming the biggest plumbing contractor. His boss agrees.

“We’re going to deliver a quality product. Our reputation 
depends upon it,” says Fox. “We’re here for the young long 
haul. You have to start somewhere. You crawl, then you walk, 
then you run. We are in the crawling stage but we’re going 
forward. That’s the important thing.” BG
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