

Natural gas pipelines: Does aging system put South Jersey in danger?

Firefighters ready to deal with leaks
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CHERRY HILL — Feb. 9, Allentown, Pa: A natural gas main explodes, killing five people and damaging 47 homes.

Jan. 19, Philadelphia: A gas line blast kills a utility worker and injures six others.

Jan. 11, Cinnaminson: A gas leak leads to an explosion that demolishes the home of 97-year-old Marion Sands. Miraculously, Sands suffers only minor injuries.

In the aftermath of those incidents -- and a few months after the San Bruno, Calif., conflagration that wiped out an entire neighborhood and killed eight people -- it may be a bit disconcerting to know two large, high-pressure transmission pipelines run through Cherry Hill.

One of the lines is in close proximity to the Cherry Hill Mall; the other is found parallel to Interstate 295.

The pipelines -- 16 and 24 inches in diameters -- feed the main gas lines that run under the township's streets and highways. They are then tapped by small distribution pipes that provide the gas to homes and businesses.

What are the chances of an accident here?

"Anything can happen on any given day," said Cherry Hill Fire Chief Bob Giorgio. "I don't take one Monday or Tuesday from the next for granted.

"But people have to live their lives. We (the fire department) are part of that security. They need to go about their business and know to call us if there's a problem (like a leak or the smell of gas)."

There are more than 2 million miles of natural gas pipelines traversing the U.S. By comparison, the interstate highway system runs 47,000 miles.

The pipelines are regulated by the U.S. Department of Transportation. So the question arises: If the DOT can't properly maintain our crumbling and pothole-filled highways, how can it monitor millions of miles of pipes, some of which are nearing their 100th birthday?

The DOT website says: "The companies that build and operate natural gas pipelines have created the safest mode of transportation today, surpassing highway, rail, air and water.

"National Transportation Safety Board statistics show the pipeline industry to be the safest in the country in terms of fatalities per year."

The Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration, a division of the DOT, is the primary federal regulatory agency responsible for ensuring the safety of America's energy pipelines.

In New Jersey, the Board of Public Utilities provides regulatory oversight on the pipeline operators within the state, and oversees the transmission and distribution lines the utility companies use.

PHMSA develops and implements pipeline safety regulations at the federal level, and shares regulatory responsibility with the states to provide oversight of the nation's pipelines.

According to PHMSA, from 1991 to 2010, there were nearly 2,800 significant incidents nationwide involving gas transmission and distribution. The accidents resulted in more than 300 fatalities and 1,400 injuries.

The cost? More than $2 billion.

The two transmission lines in Cherry Hill are part of the Williams Transco Pipeline, which starts at the Texas-Mexico border, snakes its way up the East Coast and ends in New York City.

Williams is an integrated natural gas company based in Tulsa, Okla.

Spokesman Chris Stockton said from his office in Houston, Texas, that the Cherry Hill lines were constructed in the late 1950s, and that as part of the company's integrity program, it will periodically replace sections of the pipeline.

"We're constantly evaluating the condition of the line," said Stockton, noting most transmission line accidents are caused by damage done during excavation projects.

"Distribution line accidents are a lot more common," added Stockton, "because those lines are running through neighborhoods and in backyards. The California, Allentown and Philadelphia accidents involved distribution lines."

Fire Chief Giorgio says his department receives about 20 calls a month from residents reporting a gas leak or odor.

"When the winter weather kicks in especially," Giorgio said, "when people are turning their heaters on the first time. That's when we send out a company and a battalion chief to monitor the situation."

If a leak is detected, the chief said, firefighters will enter the residence and try to shut off the gas using a valve on top of the gas meter.

"We have the tools to do that, but most of the times those valves are sticky," Giorgio explained. "They might not have been used in 30 years."

What results is a broken valve and firefighters who have to wait until public utility representatives show up.

"We're not allowed to go underground to shut off the main," said Giorgio, citing public utility company regulations.

PSE&G is the largest utility in the state, providing gas to 1.7 million customers.

Spokeswoman Bonnie Sheppard said in an e-mailed statement Thursday, "We do meet with fire departments, and we do instruct them that they can operate to shut off above-ground meter/service valves (although they shouldn't operate underground valves.)

"In the case of an emergency, we arrive at the site as well to perform the shutoff, but in an emergency fire departments can and have shut off the above-ground valve before we got there."

"We tried to facilitate a discussion with PSE&G about six years ago," Giorgio said. "We're willing to have our people trained in the more advanced techniques to control gas flow. I think we'd be limiting their liability.

"There's no way they (PSE&G) could get to a site as fast and with more people. But it (the discussion) did not go far."

At a meeting Wednesday in the new Emergency Operations Center on Marlkress Road, township public safety officials said they are prepared for a natural gas incident.

Assistant Fire Chief Thomas Kolbe said the department has been planning for emergencies for many years.

"We did a risk assessment (on the transmission pipelines) in 2002 and we are constantly getting udpates from Williams," Kolbe said.

He also stressed that an overall response to such an incident would involve the Office of Emergency Management, the police department and the fire department's hazardous materials division.

Police Chief Richard DelCamp said the fire department is the lead agency in such a situation.

"We would take a secondary role," DelCamp said. "Our concern would be assisting in evacuations and shutting down roads if we have to."

Noting township population swells to almost a quarter of a million people each work day, spokesman Dan Keashen said, "Yes, our world has changed. But our public safety operations have changed with it."

Kolbe said the department keeps abreast of the technical changes in equipment and that for the 30-member department to be prepared is of the highest priority.

Georgio supports that.

"We are ready," he said. "Our people are trained. It's important that our firefighters are in the right state of mind and thorough.

"And they are."
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