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natural gas mains made of steel, like the one that 
apparently failed in thursday’s deadly california 
explosion, are considered especially susceptible to 
corrosion and leaking, leading regulators in some 
states to consider replacing them.

in general, gas pipelines are safer than ever: 
“distribution incidents” like leaks, fires and explo-
sions have declined sharply since 1970, when 
many utilities began switching over to plastic 
pipes, which are less vulnerable to corrosion, 
according to the Pipeline and Hazardous materials 
Safety administration. deaths in such incidents 
have declined in turn, from 246 in the 1970s to 120 
in the 2000s.

But while the majority of natural gas pipes are plas-
tic, about 60 percent of the nation’s 475,000 miles of 
larger gas mains — those wider than 16 inches in 
diameter — are steel, according to the natural gas 
Supply association. 

Steel corrodes, and because it’s rigid, it can crack 
under stress. as older steel gas mains have started 
giving way, explosions — some of them deadly — 
have led regulators in several states to reconsider 
whether they’re the best option.

atmos energy corp., the second-largest natural gas 
distributor in the country, with operations in 12 states, 
agreed last month to replace 100,000 of the most 
vulnerable steel pipelines in its north texas territories 
by late 2012. the agreement follows years of investi-
gations by dallas tV station wFaa into explosions 
involving steel pipes or steel couplings, like one in 
January, when leaking gas exploded in a home in 
irving, killing the owner and seriously injuring his wife.

all told, regulators have identified at least six major 
explosions since 2006 involving atmos steel pipelines 
in texas, prompting the texas railroad commission, 

which regulates natural gas pipelines, to study the 
feasibility of replacing all 525,000 steel service lines 
across the state.

“experience has revealed that [steel] is the most 
prone to leak, so it all needs to come out,” said 
geoffrey gay, a lawyer representing several texas 
towns in negotiations with atmos and the railroad 
commission. “obviously, my clients are always wor-
ried about the health and safety of their citizens.”

regulators in other states are also starting to crack 
down.

in washington, Puget Sound energy corp. has until 
the end of the year to replace about 9,000 older steel 
natural gas lines in the western part of the state. the 
deadline was set as part of a settlement with regula-
tors after an investigation of an explosion that killed 
a 68-year-old woman at her home in Bellevue, a 
suburb of Seattle, in 2004.

and in arizona, regulators include a notice in month-
ly bills sent by Southwest gas corp., which serves 
nearly 2 million natural gas customers in the state 
and in california and nevada. the notice warns that 
“buried steel gas lines are subject to the effects of 
corrosion if they are not maintained, which could 
result in leakage,” and says it’s the customer’s 
responsibility to monitor the lines “to identify these 
potential problems before they become hazardous.”

it’s not yet known whether the steel composition of 
the pipe was a factor in thursday’s blast, but Pg&e 
said it would “take accountability” if it was at fault. 
the national transportation Safety Board sent a 
four-member team to investigate.

Failing infrastructure is an issue of national concern, further brought to light by 
the recent tragedy of the exploding steel gas line in San Bruno, Calif. JM Eagle 
shares the concerns of government entities wishing to put in place the best 
materials to avoid future disasters.

The following story, excerpted from www.MSNBC.com, is one of many being 
reported by multiple news agencies that are examining the role of corroding 
steel pipe in the accident.

To read the complete story,  
click here. 
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http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/39100434

