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The Citizens Committee on Pipeline Safety would like to present this “state of our State” report on 

pipeline safety, prepared by the Pipeline Safety Trust, with the support of the Washington State Utilities 

and Transportation Commission.   

This report provides a primer on pipelines, their construction, operation and regulation both within 

Washington State and nationally. Focused on ease of understanding, this report is concise and helpful 

to all who would like to understand the benefits and risks of pipeline operations and oversight. 

The report also lays out recommendations in areas for further discussion and actions, such as: 

 Pipeline Consultation Zones

 Land Use Planning/Model Ordinances

 High Consequence Areas criteria

While not exhaustive, the recommendations provide a starting point for industry, government and 

citizen discussions. 

With proper operation and guided oversight, our pipeline network will continue to provide our energy 

needs well into the future. 
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Background & 
Purpose

Background 
In 1999 a pipeline tragedy in Bellingham, Washington 
killed three young men playing in a city park, destroyed 
an entire salmon stream, and provided a wake up call for 
the need to increase pipeline safety across the nation. In 
Washington State two new organizations grew out of that 
tragedy. The first one was the governor-appointed Citi-
zens Committee on Pipeline Safety (CCOPS), created by 
the governor and the state legislature “to advise the state 
agencies and other appropriate federal and local govern-
ment agencies and officials on matters relating to hazard-
ous liquid and gas pipeline safety, routing, construction, 
operation, and maintenance.” The other was the national 
Pipeline Safety Trust (PST), a non-profit based out of Bell-
ingham, which was created by the victims’ families and 
the community, and funded with four million dollars of 
the criminal penalties that resulted from that tragedy. The 
PST was the dream of parents who lost their children in 
the pipeline failure, and was to serve as a watchdog group 
over the pipeline industry and regulators alike to try to 
ensure that another tragedy like  Bellingham would not 
occur again anywhere else. The creation of the PST gained 
written support from then Washington Governor Gary 
Locke, the Washington State Utilities and Transportation 
Commission (WUTC), the Washington State Citizens 
Committee on Pipeline Safety, state legislators, many local 
governments, and pipeline safety advocates nationwide.

Purpose and scope of report
David Danner, the chairman of the Washington Utilities 
and Transportation Commission (WUTC), challenged 
CCOPS a few years ago to draft a report that would re-
view how well measures already in place are doing to en-
sure the safety of the pipelines in Washington State, and 
to make recommendations for what could be changed to 

make pipelines even safer. CCOPS embraced this idea, 
but as a volunteer advisory committee that only meets 
four times a year it believed such a report was beyond its 
ability without assistance. It asked the PST to draft such a 
report independently with the intention that they would 
then review it and endorse the parts they agreed with, 
and the WUTC supported the initiative by providing 
$9,700 of funding. 

The purpose of this report is to provide an easy-to-under-
stand primer of how pipelines are routed, constructed, op-
erated, maintained, regulated, and inspected in Washing-
ton State and the shared responsibilities that the pipeline 
industry, regulators, local government, and citizens have 
to ensure continued safe operations. The scope is focused 
on the safe operations of the pipelines themselves and 
does not get into associated concerns about the impacts 
from the production or use of the various fuels that the 
pipelines transport.

To complete the report the PST met with CCOPS twice 
before the first draft was provided, talked with and received 
clarification from the WUTC Pipeline Safety Program 
staff, requested information from Pipeline and Hazardous 
Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA), and acquired 
information through three different surveys. The surveys 
were targeted at three different stakeholder groups – elected 
officials, emergency responders, and representatives from 
pipeline companies operating in Washington. The survey 
questions and results, and other information used to pro-
duce this report, can be found on the report’s webpage.1

1	 Pipeline Safety in Washington State: http://pstrust.org/pipeline-
safety-in-washington-state/

Pig Launchers on a hazardous liquid pipeline near Mt. Vernon, WA 

http://pstrust.org/pipeline-safety-in-washington-state/
http://pstrust.org/pipeline-safety-in-washington-state/
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Summary of Recommendations
Recommendations for WUTC

WUTC-1: The WUTC should review WAC 480-93 and 
WAC 480-75 to ensure better consistency between natu-
ral gas and hazardous liquid rules.

WUTC-2: The WUTC and Governor should continually 
work to ensure implementation of the yet to be adopted 
parts of the state legislature’s intent in the state's Pipeline 
Safety Act of 2000 (see page 21 for specific bullets).

WUTC-3:  The WUTC should review their authority on 
tribal lands and consider the need for an agreement with 
tribal governments regarding jurisdiction and techni-
cal assistance where pipelines occur on reservations to 
ensure the WUTC has lawful access to those pipelines if 
an inspection or incident investigation is warranted. 

WUTC-4: The WUTC should consider the need for an 
agreement regarding jurisdiction and technical assis-
tance with the Department of Defense relating to the 
safety of any military pipelines operating off military 
bases, such as the one that serves the Whidbey Naval Air 
Station.

WUTC-5: The WUTC should ensure that land use and 
emergency planners in each county with active pipelines 
receive a copy of FEMA 2015 report Hazard Mitigation 
Planning: Practices for Land Use Planning and Develop-
ment near Pipelines.

WUTC-6: The WUTC should work with the Legisla-
ture to amend RCW 19.122.033 to also apply to ap-
plications for long and short subdivisions, binding site 
plans, boundary line adjustments, and planned unit 
developments. Further, these rules should apply, when 
appropriate, during the design phase of a project (e.g. 
pre-application) rather than at the time of preliminary or 
final approval.

WUTC-7: The WUTC should incorporate some real-
world checks to verify the effectiveness of operators’ pub-
lic awareness programs by surveying affected stakehold-
ers along operators’ routes, e.g., management and staff of 
hard-to-evacuate buildings like nursing homes, assisted 
living facilities, schools, hospitals, etc. to determine if the 
public awareness programs are reaching these audiences.

WUTC-8: The WUTC should augment the public aware-
ness program rules, for intrastate operators, to include 
operator websites as a mandatory message delivery 

method and include a review of operator websites in its 
public awareness audits to ensure all baseline messages 
required by API RP 1162 and system maps (at least for 
transmission lines) are included and easily accessible 
on each operator's website. The WUTC should actively 
explore options to make the same changes apply to inter-
state operators.

WUTC-9: The WUTC should continue to apply for 
PHMSA One Call and State Damage Prevention Grants 
and use awarded money, along with money from the 
Damage Prevention Account, to fund targeted training 
programs for excavators and utility locators, as well as 
general promotion of the One Call system.

WUTC-10: The WUTC should work with the Washing-
ton Utilities Coordinating Council and the Washington 
Dig Law Safety Committee to provide better, easily ac-
cessible information about the Safety Committee’s opera-
tions, how the complaint process works, how hearings 
and enforcement procedures work, and clear informa-
tion about their recommendations and results.

WUTC-11: The WUTC or group similar to the Dig Law 
Group should propose an agreed upon change to the 
Dig Law — RCW 19.122 — that incorporates positive 
response into the law.

WUTC-12: In future updates of the state’s Dig Law, 
the WUTC needs to work with the legislature to better 
address the concerns and issues associated with private 
non-commercial landowners and homeowners, and en-
sure that educational materials detailing how to properly 
proceed with excavation once utilities are marked is eas-
ily available and provided to such users of the One Call 
system. 

WUTC-13: The WUTC should continue to update its 
website as needed, focusing on increasing accessibility 
to pipeline safety information and making information 
easier to understand.

WUTC-14: The WUTC should publish maps showing 
areas that are identified as High Consequence Areas by 
PHMSA and operators.

WUTC-15: The WUTC should ensure that the pipeline 
safety program coordinates with the Department of 
Ecology in reviewing emergency plans, integrity man-
agement plans, designation and updates of high conse-
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quence areas, and consideration of necessary preventive 
and mitigative measures for hazardous liquid pipelines, 
so that inspectors can determine whether operators 
properly identify and update pipeline segments that 
“could affect” a high consequence area that includes 
navigable waters and choose appropriate preventive 
and mitigative measures in their integrity management 
plans to protect those areas.

Recommendations for CCOPS
CCOPS-1: CCOPS should strive to be more proactive, 
and review and provide comment on pipeline safety is-
sues the committee has the ability to successfully weigh 
in on. 

CCOPS-2: CCOPS should review the structural issues 
associated with the committee (meeting schedule, mem-
bership expertise and makeup, membership recruitment, 
term limits, etc.) and make necessary recommendations 
to address identified issues, particularly if the committee 
desires to take a more proactive oversight role.

CCOPS-3: CCOPS should reach out more directly to the 
impacted and concerned public, especially around active 
pipeline issues, to give them a voice and to better under-
stand their concerns.  (See examples of current pipeline 
issues on this report's webpage).2 

CCOPS-4: CCOPS webpage should include a way for 
citizens to contact CCOPS leadership directly.

CCOPS-5: CCOPS should review the WUTC’s 2004 
Public Awareness Strategy Report with a focus on how 
they may be able to help reinvigorate that report’s goal to 
“create and nurture a network of pipeline safety leaders.” 

CCOPS-6: CCOPS should identify and design a small 
group (less than 10) of pipeline safety indicators that help 
them and the public understand how Washington State is 
doing in keeping pipelines safe. These indicators should 
be updated and discussed each year by the committee to 
help focus the committee’s efforts, and published on the 
CCOPS webpage. 

CCOPS-7: CCOPS should distribute the model con-
sultation zone ordinance developed by the Municipal 
Research and Services Center (MRSC) to all elected 
officials and planning directors in jurisdictions where 
transmission pipelines occur to help those jurisdictions 
implement the consultation requirements under RCW 
19.122.033(3) & (4). CCOPS should then work with the 

2	 Pipeline Safety in Washington State: http://pstrust.org/pipeline-
safety-in-washington-state/

12 counties among the 15 fastest-growing counties with 
pipelines that currently have no, or minimal pipeline 
safety provisions within their code, to encourage adop-
tion of consultation zones.

Recommendations for WUTC and CCOPS
WUTC/CCOPS-1: The WUTC and CCOPS should 
work with the Washington State Legislature to amend 
Revised Code of Washington and/or the Washington 
State Department of Commerce to amend Washington 
Administrative Code to require cities annexing property 
to show pipeline easements on maps of the areas pro-
posed for annexation.

WUTC/CCOPS-2: CCOPS and the WUTC should con-
sider developing a system to provide local elected bodies 
short pipeline safety briefings that would emphasize 
where information is available, and which issues they 
have some control over such as land use encroachments 
along pipelines, damage prevention, and emergency 
response preparedness and training.

Recommendations for Other Groups
OG-1: CCOPS, the Pipeline Association of the North-
west, and Paradigm should consider a way to involve 
CCOPS in the review of “clearinghouse” sorts of public 
awareness efforts, particularly in terms of Washington 
State focused websites, to ensure that a broader range 
of stakeholder voices are represented and that material 
provided accurately represents the entirety of the state’s 
pipeline system.

OG-2: The WUTC, Washington Utilities Coordinating 
Council, the National Utility Contractors Association of 
Washington, and the Washington Dig Law Safety Com-
mittee should all make information about upcoming 
excavation and locator trainings more readily available 
on their websites.

OG-3: The National Utility Contractors Association of 
Washington should make a list of those contractors who 
have completed their Dig Safe Certification program 
with the date of completion easily available online. 

OG-4: The WUTC, Washington Utilities Coordinating 
Council, and the Washington Dig Law Safety Committee 
should provide a link to that list of certified excavators 
on their own website, and promote use of certified exca-
vators as a way to incentivize the training programs.

OG-5: Pipeline operators in Washington State should 
review recommendations in API RP 1162 for what 
should be available on their website, and ensure that such 
information is easy to find. 

http://pstrust.org/pipeline-safety-in-washington-state/
http://pstrust.org/pipeline-safety-in-washington-state/
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Acronyms List
ADB: Advisory Bulletin
API: American Petroleum Institute
API RP: American Petroleum Institute Recommended Practice
CBYD: Call Before You Dig
CCOPS: Citizens Committee on Pipeline Safety
CFR: Code of Federal Regulations
CGA: Common Ground Alliance
CP: Cathodic Protection
DIRT: Damage Information Reporting Tool
EFSEC: Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council
EPA: Environmental Protection Agency
FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Agency	
FERC: Federal Energy Regulatory Commission
FOIA: Freedom of Information Act
GIS: Geographic Information System
HCA(s): High Consequence Area(s)
HDD: Horizontal Directional Drilling
HVL: Highly Volatile Liquids
ILI: Inline Inspection
LNG: Liquefied Natural Gas
MAOP: Maximum Allowable Operating Pressure
MOP: Maximum Operating Pressure
MRSC: Municipal Research and Services Center
NAPSR: National Association of Pipeline Safety Representatives
NPMS: National Pipeline Mapping System
NTSB: National Transportation Safety Board
OPA: Oil Pollution Act of 1990
PG&E: Pacific Gas & Electric
PHMSA: Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration
PIPA: Pipelines and Informed Planning Alliance
PST: Pipeline Safety Trust
RCW: Revised Code of Washington
RP: Recommended Practice
SCA: Site Certification Agreement
SCADA: Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition
TRB: Transportation Research Board
WAC: Washington Administrative Code
WUTC: Washington State Utilities and Transportation Commission
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Gas Transmission Pipeline Failure, near Auburn, WA
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What kinds of 
pipelines are in 
Washington State?
There are three main types of pipe-
lines in Washington State: hazard-
ous liquid pipelines, gas transmis-
sion pipelines, and gas distribution 
pipelines. This diagram shows a 
complete natural gas pipeline sys-
tem, although in Washington State 
we don't have any production areas 
or gathering lines. Understand-
ing the different types of pipelines 
is important because each type of 
pipeline has different safety considerations and is regulated 
under different rules by potentially different agencies.

Hazardous Liquid Pipelines: These are the lines that 
move crude oil to refineries and then move refined 
products (gasoline, jet fuel, diesel, and by-products) from 
the refineries to other markets. Highly Volatile Liquids 
(HVLs) such as propane, butane, etc. that take a gaseous 
form at normal pressures move through these pressurized 
hazardous liquid pipelines as liquids.

Gas Transmission Pipelines: These are the relatively 
larger, higher-pressure pipelines that move gas from 
storage or post-production processing plants to where 

the gas is distributed to our homes and businesses. They 
operate at pressures in the range of 200 to over 1500 
pounds per square inch.

Gas Distribution Pipelines: A distribution line is a 
relatively small, lower pressure pipeline used to sup-
ply natural gas directly to our homes and businesses. A 
distribution line is located in a network of piping located 
downstream of a natural gas transmission line. The “city 
gate” is where a transmission system feeds into a lower 
pressure distribution system. Gas distribution pipelines 
comprise, by far, the most mileage of pipes; they carry 
odorized gas (with the characteristic smell of rotten 
eggs) throughout urban areas.

Pipeline Basics

Production
Facility

Electric Power Plant or
Large Industrial User

Small Manufactor or
Industrial Plant

Gas Processing and
Treatment Plant

Compressor
Station

City Gate

Commercial
Customer

Residential
Customer

Production
Facility

Gathering Lines

Pipeline Diagram
Transmission Lines

Distribution Lines
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Another important way that pipelines are differentiated 
is to distinguish between interstate pipelines and intra-
state pipelines. Interstate pipelines are typically longer 
transmission pipelines that cross state lines; intrastate 
pipelines are typically transmission or distribution pipe-
lines that lie wholly within a single state.

While most pipelines fit into the inter- and intrastate 
pipeline definition above, there are some instances where 
a pipeline may appear to be an interstate pipeline when it’s 
actually treated as an intrastate pipeline. In other words, 
crossing a state line is not the sole determinant for catego-
rizing an inter- or intrastate pipeline. For more 
information see: 49 CFR 195, Appendix A.

Where are the pipelines in 
Washington State?
As of 2016, the United States has more than 
2.7 million miles of pipelines. As shown 
in Table 1, most of these (approximately 
92%) carry gas — predominantly natural 
gas — and the rest (approximately 8%) carry 
hazardous liquids. Hazardous liquid and 
natural gas pipelines are governed by sepa-
rate regulations. Whether and how pipelines 
are regulated also depends on what product 
is carried and where the pipeline is located.

This map shows the major transmission pipelines in the 
state. According to the most recent data there are 30 
pipeline operators in Washington operating 48,012 miles 
of pipelines. Twenty of the pipelines carry various gases 
and 11 carry hazardous liquids such as gasoline, jet fuel, 
and crude oil. Slightly over 63% by length of the pipelines 
in this state are made of polyethylene plastic, which is used 
mainly in the low pressure gas distribution network.

The public may access a more detailed 
version of the map below, on a county-
by-county basis, through the National 
Pipeline Mapping System (NPMS)3 or 
view slightly more accurate maps from 
the WUTC on their website.4

Both systems take practice to navi-
gate, but once a person figures it out it 
is possible to zoom in to get an idea of 
where these types of pipelines are gener-
ally located and some basic information 
about the pipelines themselves. While 
these types of maps can provide an idea 
of where pipelines are located in a neigh-

borhood, they should never be used as an indication 
of where it might be safe to dig. The mandatory One 
Call system — 811 in Washington State — is the only 
way to identify the exact location of a pipeline, and is 
discussed in more detail later in this report.

The WUTC provides basic information including indi-
vidual maps of major pipeline systems in Washington. 
That information can be found under "List of Pipelines 
We Inspect" on the WUTC website.5 You can also find 
the maps of all the pipeline systems over ten miles long 
in the state on this report's webpage as well.6

3	 NPMS - https://pvnpms.phmsa.dot.gov/PublicViewer/

4	 WUTC Pipeline Maps - https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndus-
tries/transportation/pipeline/Pages/pipelineMaps.aspx

5	 Pipelines WUTC inspects - https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/
pipelineSafety/

6	 Pipeline Safety Report Website - http://pstrust.org/pipeline-safe-
ty-in-washington-state/

Table 1: Mileage of Regulated Pipelines – U.S. and Washington*
U.S. Washington

Gas Transmission 300,318 1,967
Gas Gathering 17,707 0
Gas Distribution Mains 1,286,181 22,854
Gas Distribution Service Lines 923,558 22,385
Crude Oil 75,738 69
Refined Products 62,390 732
HVLs (like propane, butane, etc) 68,834 5
Total 2,734,726 48,011

 * Data from PHMSA as of 9/18/2017

Whatcom

Skagit

Snohomish

King

Pierce
Thurston

Grays 
Harbor

Mason

Kitsap

Je�erson

Clallam

Island

San Juan

Okanogan
Ferry

Stevens

Pend 
Oreille

SpokaneLincoln

Grant

Douglas
Chelan

Kittitas

LewisPaci�c

Wahkiakum Cowlitz

Clark

Skamania

Yakima

Klickitat

Benton
Walla 
Walla

Colum
bia

Gar�eld

Asotin

WhitmanAdams

Franklin

Crude Oil Pipelines
Petroleum Product 
Pipelines
Natural Gas
Pipelines

Map of crude oil, petroleum product and natural gas pipelines 
in Washington State. (Data source: WUTC)
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Who regulates pipelines  
and where do the regulations 
come from?
Pipeline Safety Regulations

Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety  
Administration (PHMSA)
Ultimately the U.S. Congress has responsibility for setting 
the framework under which pipeline safety regulations 
operate in the country through Title 49 of the U.S. Code in 
chapters 601 through 605. The U.S. Department of Trans-
portation, through the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials 
Safety Administration (PHMSA), is primarily respon-
sible for issuing and enforcing the minimum pipeline 
safety regulations through Title 49 of the Code of Federal 
Regulations (CFR) in parts 190, 191, 192, 193, 194, 195, 
198 and 199. Most of these regulations are performance-
based. For example, pipeline operators are required by the 
federal regulations to operate and repair pipelines in a safe 
manner so as to prevent damage to persons or property, 
but the way in which they do so is generally not spelled 
out prescriptively. This flexibility allows pipeline operators 
to prioritize pipeline inspections and repairs in areas with 
higher populations or risk factors, but it also makes the 
regulations more ambiguous and challenging to enforce.

Washington State Utilities and  
Transportation Commission (WUTC)
The federal pipeline safety laws allow for states to accept 
the responsibility to regulate, inspect, and enforce safety 
rules over intrastate pipelines within their borders under 
an annual certification from PHMSA. If a state receives 
such intrastate authority they can set regulations that are 
more stringent than those PHMSA sets as long as the state 
rules do not conflict with the federal regulations. PHMSA 
also can enter into an agreement with the state pipeline 
regulator to carry out inspections on interstate pipelines, 
although only PHMSA regulations can apply and PHMSA 
remains in charge of any enforcement that may come out 
of state led inspections. Local governments, such as cities 
and counties, are not allowed to create rules to regulate 
the operational safety of pipelines, though they may have 
involvement in emergency response, routing and siting 
issues, and franchise or easement agreements.

The Washington Utilities and Transportation Commis-
sion (WUTC) has received authorization from PHMSA 
to oversee all intra- and interstate regulated pipelines 
in the state. There are currently only three other states 
(Arizona, Minnesota, New York) that have been given 
this level of authority for both natural gas and hazardous 

liquid pipelines. The WUTC also oversees three liquefied 
natural gas facilities, an underground natural gas storage 
site, propane storage sites, and natural gas master meters. 
Master meters are small natural gas distribution systems 
operated and maintained by schools, hospitals or by 
residential complexes such as apartment buildings and 
mobile home parks. 

Regulations and rules related to pipeline safety in 
Washington State are located in the following sections of 
Revised Code of Washington (RCW) and Washington 
Administrative Code (WAC) respectively:

●● RCW 19.122: Underground Utilities

●● RCW 81.88: Gas and Hazardous Liquid Pipelines

●● WAC 480-93: Gas Companies—Safety

●● WAC 480-75: Hazardous Liquid Pipelines—Safety

Spill Response Planning and  
Prevention Regulations

After the Exxon Valdez spill in Alaska, Congress amend-
ed the Clean Water Act by passing the Oil Pollution Act 
of 1990, and put into place requirements for the preven-
tion of, preparedness for, and response to oil discharges, 
with the goal of preventing oil from reaching navigable 
waters and adjoining shorelines, and to contain and clean 
up any spills. Spill response planning is governed by both 
state and federal agencies.

Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administra-
tion (PHMSA)
Under the requirements of the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, 
and regulations and executive orders implementing it, pipe-
line operators are required to submit an Oil Spill Response 
Plan to PHMSA, showing how operators will prepare for 
and respond to a worst-case discharge from their on-shore 
pipelines. These plans must be submitted every five years, 
unless circumstances warrant a new plan sooner than five 
years. The plan must include procedures for responding to a 
spill safely and quickly. In the past, heavily redacted versions 
of these plans were posted to the PHMSA website “to help 
federal, state and local officials strengthen and coordinate 
planning and prevention activities.” Unfortunately, with an 
update to PHMSA website, the agency has stated it will no 
longer post these plans and they must be obtained through 
a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request.

Washington State Department of Ecology
Department of Ecology is responsible for spill response 
preparedness within Washington State. Plans submit-

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=19.122 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=81.88 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93
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ted to Ecology can be the same as those submitted to 
PHMSA. Plans are made available to the public for a 
30-day comment period and they are available via public 
records request. Unlike PHMSA, Ecology circulates these 
plans largely un-redacted. Ecology also requires quar-
terly reports on the amount of hazardous liquids moved 
by pipeline. The rules for prevention planning reside in 
WAC Section 173-180 Facility oil handling standards, 
173-182 Oil spill contingency plan, and 173-185 Oil 
movement by rail and pipeline notification.

Environmental Protection Agency/U.S. Coast Guard
The The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is the lead 
federal response agency for oil spills in inland waters and the 
U.S. Coast Guard is the lead agency for spills in coastal waters 
and deepwater ports. 

Siting of new pipelines

Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)
For new interstate gas lines, once the pipeline company has 
a pipeline proposal and route in mind they must apply to 

the Federal Energy Regula-
tory Commission (FERC) 
for approval. That approval 
comes in the form of a 
Certificate of Public Conve-
nience and Necessity. Before 
that approval is granted, 
FERC undertakes a com-
plete environmental review 
that normally includes 
development of an environ-
mental impact statement. 

There is a citizen’s guide 
to the FERC process on its 
website.7 The guide describes 

the FERC process, including when pre-filing occurs, when 
an application is filed, the deadlines for intervening in the 
FERC proceeding, and how to find information on the 
FERC website regarding a particular project.

Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council (EFSEC)
In Washington State, EFSEC is responsible for recommend-
ing approval or denial of crude or refined petroleum or 
liquid petroleum product pipelines larger than six inches 
in diameter and greater than 15 miles in length. They are 
also responsible for recommending approval or denial 
of intrastate natural gas, synthetic fuel, gas, or liquefied 
petroleum gas pipelines larger than 14 inches in diameter 

7	 FERC Website - http://www.ferc.gov/for-citizens/ 
citizen-guides.asp

and greater than 15 miles in length. EFSEC recommenda-
tions are submitted to the Governor. If EFSEC determines 
that a proposed pipeline under its jurisdiction will produce 
minimal adverse effects on the environment and meets its 
construction and operation standards, the board recom-
mends approval of a Site Certification Agreement (SCA).

What is the risk and how do the 
regulations account for risk?
Risk is one of those things that one person cannot really 
define for another, since each person thinks about risks 
in their own personal way. While some feel that skydiv-
ing is a risk worth taking, others won’t even go up in the 
airplane. In other words, it is not possible for us to tell 
others whether the pipelines in Washington State are safe 
enough. All we can do is to try to provide enough infor-
mation so individuals can make that decision on their 
own, and then work with others in their community to set 
policies based on the beliefs of as many people as possible.

Risk is made up of two different factors both of which 
need to be carefully considered when deciding how risky 
an activity is. Those factors are the probability that an 
event will occur (chance a pipeline will rupture or leak), 
and the possible consequences if it does. 

Probability
First let’s take a look at some of the publicly available 
data to try to get a sense of the probability of a pipeline 
incident occurring in Washington State.

PHMSA maintains a database of a variety of different 
incident types.8 In this section of the report we are using 
the "Significant Incident" data from PHMSA which is 
based on the following criteria: 

1.	 Fatality or injury requiring in-patient hospitalization

2.	 $50,000 or more in total costs, measured in 1984 
dollars

3.	 Highly volatile liquid releases of 5 barrels or more or 
other liquid releases of 50 barrels or more

4.	 Liquid releases resulting in an unintentional fire or 
explosion

5.	 Does not include gas distribution incidents caused 
by a nearby fire or explosion that impacted the 
pipeline system

8	 See http://www.phmsa.dot.gov/pipeline/library/data-stats for 
both online pipeline incident data and downloadable files.

http://www.ferc.gov/for-citizens/citizen-guides.asp
http://www.ferc.gov/for-citizens/citizen-guides.asp
http://www.phmsa.dot.gov/pipeline/library/data-stats
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Table 2 shows the number and some 
of the consequences of all the signifi-
cant incidents in Washington since 
1997. The biggest and most costly 
pipeline failure occurred in 1999 
when two boys and a young man were 
killed in a pipeline rupture and explo-
sion in Bellingham. 

It is difficult to evaluate how Wash-
ington’s statistics compare to national 
averages, or the probability of a failure 
in Washington, because Washington has had 
so few failures in the past 20 years that trends 
cannot really be determined. Charts 1 and 2 
show the significant incidents over the past 
decade where it does appear that nationally 
the number of incidents is increasing on 
hazardous liquid pipelines (while the amount 
spilled is actually decreasing). There is no 
real discernable trend on any of the different 
pipeline types in Washington.

On the webpage for this report we have 
provided a list of all the individual report-
able incidents on all pipelines in Washing-
ton State since 1997 with the significant 
incidents highlighted, and from that list it 
is clear that significant incidents are rela-
tively uncommon. A calculation (incidents/
years/ pipeline miles) of the national rate 
of incidents on all pipelines over the past 
20 results in a rate of 0.1016 significant 
incidents per year per 1000 miles of pipe. 
The same rate calculation for Washington is 
0.0447, or 2.27 times safer than the national 
average. Just using this rate you would 
expect a significant failure on any specific 
mile of pipeline in Washington State once 
every 22,371 years, and the chance of death 
would be once every 243,902 years. While 
such mathematical calculation do provide 
some general context, of course different 
types of pipelines have different probabili-
ties, and different locations even among the same types of 
pipelines also have different probabilities. The bottom line 
is that the probability of a pipeline failing in any specific 
location is very, very small.

One other consideration is the cause of pipeline fail-
ures. Charts 3 and 4 on the following page compared 
the causes of significant failures on all pipelines over 
the past decade both nationally and in Washington.  
Remember again that there have been so few failures on 

pipelines in Washington State that drawing too many 
conclusions from the data only from this state is hard 
to do, but there are a couple of things to note here. One 
is that while nationally a significant cause of failures 
is corrosion, we have seen no corrosion failures in 
this state. The other is the large percentage of failures 
caused by “other outside force” damage. Both in this 
state, and nationally, this cause percentage has in-
creased in the last decade and for distribution pipelines 
is now the second leading cause of significant incidents. 

Table 2 - Washington Significant Incidents 1997 - 2017

  Number of 
Incidents

Number 
of Deaths

Number 
of Injuries

Property 
Damage

Gallons 
Spilled

Hazardous 
Liquids 9 3 8 $68,987,408 317,814

Gas 
Transmission 14 0 0 $8,765,828  

Gas Distribution 19 1 10 $7,241,968
LNG Facilities 1 0 0 $47,593,577  

Totals 43 4 18 $132,588,781 317,814
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Most of these incidents are caused by vehicles driving 
into gas infrastructure, such as the gas regulator shown 
hanging in a driveway in the picture above.

Consequence of failures 
For natural gas pipelines, it is fairly easy to predict a 
potential impact zone around a pipeline failure that 
ruptures and ignites. The federal regulations use a for-
mula based on the size and pressure of the pipeline that 
predicts the “potential impact radius,” and that radius 
is then used to define some elements of the regulations. 
Chart 5 depicts the relationship between pipe size and 

pressure that determines this potential impact radius,9 
and the associated graphic shows how that radius can be 
used to consider the potential impacts of a gas transmis-
sion pipeline failure on a particular area.

For hazardous liquid pipelines, predicting the conse-
quence area is much more difficult because of the dif-
ferent products involved and because the products may 
flow long distances based on the terrain and whether they 
reach water. While each pipeline operator is required to 
do an analysis of whether a failure along any section of the 
pipeline could affect a high consequence area, that infor-
mation is not shared with the public. The best that the 
public can do is to look at their own area and compare that 
with the consequences of past liquid failures. In our own 
state, the 1999 Olympic Pipe Line failure in Bellingham is 
a good example of what is possible. In that failure gasoline 
flowed nearly two miles down a creek until ignition took 
place killing every living thing within and near the creek, 
including two boys and a young man. 

9	 A Model For Sizing High Consequence Areas Associated With 
Natural Gas Pipelines - http://pstrust.org/docs/C-FERstudy.
pdf#search=%22C-fer%22

Chart 3 - Signi�cant Incident Cause Breakdown
10 Year Average (2007-2016)
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The National Transportation Safety Board investigates many 
of the most significant incidents and the reports of their 
investigations are publicly available10 and serve as a 
clear example of the consequences when pipelines 
fail. These photos from major failures on the three 
different types of pipelines here in Washington also 
show potential consequences.

How the regulations address varying risks
Pipelines in more densely populated areas, and areas 
that are unusually sensitive to environmental damage 
from hazardous liquid releases, are called out in the 
regulations for greater protections. These are often 
referred to as High Consequence Areas (HCAs).

For natural gas pipelines HCAs are determined by 
population density, and to a large part that is deter-
mined by the class location, especially for a gas trans-
mission pipeline. The class locations defined in the 
gas pipeline regulations consider the area within 220 
yards of any given 1-mile stretch of a pipeline:

●● Class 1: rural areas with ten or fewer homes/
apartments;

●● Class 2: an area with more than 10 but fewer than 
46 homes/apartments;

●● Class 3: an area with 46 or more homes/apart-
ments, or areas of public assembly that regularly 
are occupied by 20 or more people; and

●● Class 4: where buildings with four or more sto-
ries above ground are prevalent.

Most HCAs for gas transmission pipelines are in 
class 3 and 4 areas. Within HCAs the regulations 
require higher standards of care on pipelines. Some 
examples for gas transmission pipelines would in-
clude greater safety factors for the pressure the pipe-
line can be operated at, more frequent valves, more 
comprehensive testing of welds after construction, 
greater analysis and mitigation of risks including the 
use of in-line inspection devices every seven years. 
Rules for gas pipelines do not take into account po-
tential environmental risk.

Federal hazardous liquid pipeline regulations do not 
include class locations, although the WUTC rules for 
intrastate hazardous liquid pipelines have incorpo-
rated class location definitions to increase safety by 
controlling the design factors used for the construc-
tion of new pipelines.  All liquid pipeline regulations 

10	 NTSB Pipeline Investigations - http://www.ntsb.gov/investiga-
tions/AccidentReports/Pages/pipeline.aspx

do have additional protections for populated areas and 
also unusually sensitive environmental areas built into 
them through integrity management requirements 
that are discussed elsewhere.

2003 rupture (with no ignition) of a natural gas transmission 
pipeline near Toledo, WA

1999 failure of a hazardous liquid pipeline in Bellingham, WA

2016 explosion from a  gas distribution pipeline in Seattle, WA
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http://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Pages/pipeline.aspx
http://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Pages/pipeline.aspx
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Pipeline Safety 
Requirements During 
Design, Construction  

and Operation

Many of the pipelines in place today were constructed be-
fore regulations existed for pipelines. Some of the current 
regulations have to do with ongoing operations and main-
tenance, and apply to both existing and new lines. Existing 
“grandfathered” pipelines built prior to 1979 for hazard-
ous liquid pipelines, or prior to 1968 for gas pipelines, 
may not have been constructed according to the current 
regulations. What are pipeline operators required to do to 
maintain safe pipelines? In this section, we go through ba-
sic information and dive more deeply into some technical 
issues that are relevant to Washington State.

Choosing Pipe
The majority of transmission pipelines are steel, fabri-
cated in steel rolling mills and inspected to assure they 
meet government and industry safety standards. Gener-
ally between 40 and 80 feet in length, they are designed 
specifically for their intended location in the pipeline. A 
variety of soil conditions and geographic or population 
characteristics of the route will dictate different require-
ments for pipe size, strength, wall thickness and coating 
material. Not all pipe is steel.  Some low pressure gather-
ing, transmission and distribution pipelines use other 
materials such as other metals, plastic or composites.

Pipe Burial
Mechanical equipment, such as a wheel trencher or 
backhoe, is used to dig the pipe trench. Occasionally, 
rock drilling and blasting is required to break rock in a 
controlled manner. The material that is excavated dur-

ing trenching operations is temporarily stockpiled on 
the non-working side of the trench. This material will 
be used again in the backfill operation. In some limited 
locations, horizontal directional drilling (HDD) as well 
as boring is used to place pipe. 

Pipeline trenches are dug deep enough to allow for an 
adequate amount of cover when the pipe is buried. Federal 
regulations require that hazardous liquid pipelines be 
buried between 18 and 48 inches below the surface, and 
that buried gas transmission and regulated gathering lines 
be between 18 and 36 inches below the surface, depending 
on location and soil properties. For example, more depth 
is required in normal soil conditions near residential or 
developed areas (36 inches) and certain water body cross-
ings (48 inches for liquid lines), and less depth where rock 
excavation is required. The depth of burial must be ac-
cording to the regulations at the time of burial, but there is 
nothing in the federal regulations that requires this depth 
be maintained over time. 

Welding of Steel Pipelines
To carry out the welding process, the pipe sections are 
temporarily supported along the edge of the trench 
and aligned. The various pipe sections are then welded 
together into one continuous length, using manual, 
semiautomatic or automatic welding procedures.

As part of the quality-assurance process, each welder must 
pass qualification tests to work on a particular pipeline 
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job, and each weld procedure must be approved for use 
on that job in accordance with federally adopted welding 
standards. Welder qualification takes place before the proj-
ect begins. Each welder must complete several welds using 
the same type of pipe as that to be used in the project. The 
welds are then evaluated by placing the welded material in 
a tensile testing machine and measuring the force required 
to pull the weld apart. It is interesting to note that a proper 
weld is actually stronger than the pipe itself.

For higher stress pipelines over 6 inches in diameter, a 
second level of quality assurance occurs, wherein quali-
fied technicians sample a certain number of the welds 
(the sample number varies based on the population near 
the pipeline) using radiological techniques (i.e., X-ray 
or ultrasonic inspection) to ensure the completed welds 
meet federally prescribed quality standards. If the techni-
cian detects certain flaws, the weld is repaired or cut out, 
and a new weld is made. 

Coatings on Steel Pipelines
Several different types of coatings may be used to coat 
the pipe at the factory and the joints made in the field, 
with the most common at this time being fusion bond 
epoxy or polyethylene heat-shrink sleeves. Prior to appli-
cation, the bare pipe is thoroughly cleaned to remove any 
dirt, mill scale or debris. The coating is then applied and 
allowed to dry. After field coating and before the pipe is 
lowered into the trench, the entire coating of the pipe is 
inspected to ensure that it is free from defects.

Lowering and Backfilling
Once the pipeline is welded and coated, it is lowered into 
the trench. Lowering is done with multiple pieces of spe-
cialized construction equipment called side- booms. This 
equipment acts in tandem to lift and lower segments of 
the assembled pipeline into the trench in a smooth and 
uniform manner to prevent damaging the pipe. 

Once the pipeline is lowered into the ground, the 
trench is backfilled, to ensure that the pipe and its coat-
ing are not damaged. This is generally accomplished 
with either a backhoe or padding machine depending 
on the soil makeup. 

Care is taken to protect the pipe and coating from sharp 
rocks and abrasion as the backfill is returned to the 
trench. In areas where the ground is rocky and coarse, 
the backfill material is screened to remove rocks or the 
pipe is covered with a material to protect it from sharp 
rocks and abrasion. Alternatively, clean fill may be 
brought in to cover the pipe. Once the pipe is sufficiently 
covered, the coarser soil and rock can then be used to 
complete the backfill.

As the backfill operations begin, the excavated material is 
returned to the trench in reverse order, with the subsoil 
put back first, followed by the topsoil. This ensures the 
topsoil is returned to its original position. 

Valves and Valve Placement
A valve is a mechanical device installed in a pipeline and 
used to control the flow of fuel. Some valves have to be 
operated manually by pipeline personnel, some valves 
can be operated remotely from a control room, and some 
valves are designed to operate automatically if a certain 
condition occurs on the pipeline. If a pipeline should fail, 
how quickly the valves can be closed and the distance 
between the valves are some of the main determinations 
for how much fuel is released.

Operating Pressure
Maximum Allowable Operating Pressure (MAOP) for 
natural gas pipelines, and Maximum Operating Pressure 
(MOP) for liquid pipelines, are the maximum internal 
pressure at which a pipeline or pipeline segment may be 
continuously operated. These pressures are set at levels 
meant to ensure safety by requiring that the pressure 
does not cause undue stress on the pipeline.  These pres-
sures are defined in federal regulations and are based on 
a number of different factors such as the location of the 
pipeline, pipe wall thickness, previous pressure tests, and 
the pressure ratings of various components.

Testing
Generally, but with certain exceptions, all newly constructed 
transmission pipelines must be pressure tested before they 
can be placed into service. The purpose of a pressure test is 
to identify and eliminate any defect that might threaten the 
pipeline’s ability to sustain its maximum operating pressure 
plus an additional safety margin. A pipeline is designed to a 
specified strength based on its intended operating pressure. 
Hydrostatic pressure testing consists of filling the pipeline 
with water, and raising and sustaining the internal pressure 
to a specified level above the intended operating pressure. 
Critical defects that cannot withstand the pressure will fail. 
Upon detection of such failures, the defects are repaired or 
the affected section of the pipeline is replaced and the test 
resumed until the pipeline “passes.”

Hydrostatic testing is not the only means for detecting pipe 
defects. For example, inline inspection (ILI) technologies 
(often referred to as smart pigs) are used that permit the 
identification of specific types of defects, such as corrosion, 
dents, and excavation damage. But because not all pipelines 
can be inspected with ILI tools and because of the need to 
find types of imperfections that are not currently detected by 
ILI technology, hydrostatic testing is an accepted method for 
demonstrating that a pipe segment is ready to be in service.
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Corrosion Protection
Unprotected steel pipelines are susceptible to corro-
sion, and without proper corrosion protection steel 
pipelines will eventually deteriorate. Corrosion can 
weaken the pipeline and make it unsafe. Luckily, 
technology has been developed to allow corrosion to 
be controlled in many cases, if applied correctly and 
maintained consistently.

Here are the three common methods used to control cor-
rosion on pipelines:

●● Cathodic protection (CP) is a system that uses 
direct electrical current to counteract the normal 
external corrosion of a metal pipeline. CP is used 
where all or part of a pipeline is buried under-
ground or submerged in water. On new pipelines, 
CP can help prevent corrosion from starting; on 
existing pipelines, CP can help stop existing corro-
sion from getting worse.

●● Pipeline coatings and linings are principal tools  
for defending against corrosion by protecting  
the bare steel.

●● Corrosion inhibitors are substances that can be 
added to a pipeline to decrease the rate of attack 
of internal corrosion on the steel since CP cannot 
protect against internal corrosion.

Supervisory Control and Data Ac-
quisition (SCADA) System
A SCADA system is a pipeline computer system de-
signed to gather information such as flow rate through 
the pipeline, operational status, pressure, and tempera-
ture readings. Depending on the pipeline, this informa-
tion allows pipeline operators to know what is happen-
ing along the pipeline, and allows quicker reactions for 
normal operations, and to equipment malfunctions, 
failures and releases. Some SCADA systems also incor-
porate the ability to remotely operate certain equipment 
- including compressors, pump stations, and valves 
- allowing operators in a control center to adjust flow 
rates in the pipeline as well as to isolate certain sec-
tions of a pipeline. Many SCADA systems also include 
leak detection systems based on the pressure and mass 
balance in the pipelines. Unfortunately, leak detection 
systems are not yet capable of identifying all leaks; 
PHMSA's 2012 leak detection study11 shows that only 

11	 PHMSA, Final Report, Leak Detection Study – DTPH56-
11-D-000001: https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/sites/phmsa.dot.gov/
files/docs/technical-resources/pipeline/16691/leak-detection-
study.pdf

about 17% of hazardous liquid and gas transmission 
pipeline incidents were initially detected by SCADA or 
other computerized leak detection.

Right-of-way Patrols
Regulations require regular patrols of pipeline right-of-
ways to check for indications of leaks and ensure that 
no excavation activities are taking place on or near the 
right-of-way that may compromise pipeline safety. For 
transmission pipelines, these patrols are often accom-
plished by aerial patrols, but federal regulations do not 
require them to be done by aerial inspection.

Leakage Surveys
Regulations also require regular leakage surveys for all 
types of natural gas pipelines along the pipeline routes. 
Personnel walk or drive the route using specialized equip-
ment to determine if any gas is leaking and to then quan-
tify the size of the leak. Very small leaks may be deemed 
non-hazardous, do not need to be repaired immediately, 
and are not uncommon on gas pipeline systems.

Odorization
All distribution pipelines, and some natural gas trans-
mission and gathering lines (mainly those in highly 
populated areas), are required to be odorized so leaking 
gas is readily detectable by a person with a normal sense 
of smell. Most often Mercaptan is added as an odorant to 
give the natural gas that familiar rotten egg smell.

Integrity Management
Integrity Management refers to a set of federal rules 
that specify how pipeline operators must develop a 
plan to identify, prioritize, assess, evaluate, repair and 
validate the integrity of their pipelines. Some form of 
this requirement for comprehensive analysis through 
integrity management applies to both transmission and 
distribution pipelines. Gathering lines are exempt from 
these requirements. While the plans are updated fre-
quently when things change, a minimum reassessment 
period for covered pipelines is defined in the federal 
regulations. For gas transmission pipelines, integrity 
management requires lines that are located within High 
Consequence Areas (mainly more populated areas) to 
be reassessed by their operators at least every seven 
years. For hazardous liquid pipelines, integrity manage-
ment rules require lines that could affect HCAs to be 
reassessed by their operators at least every five years. 
Unfortunately, the National Pipeline Mapping System 
does not yet depict the HCA boundaries used by opera-
tors, despite congressional direction that it should. 
Reassessment of pipelines is done mainly with inter-
nal inspection devices, but may also be done through 
pressure tests or direct assessment. Once inspected, the 

https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/sites/phmsa.dot.gov/files/docs/technical-resources/pipeline/16691/leak-detection-study.pdf
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/sites/phmsa.dot.gov/files/docs/technical-resources/pipeline/16691/leak-detection-study.pdf
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/sites/phmsa.dot.gov/files/docs/technical-resources/pipeline/16691/leak-detection-study.pdf
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rules require that operators respond 
to certain anomalies found on their 
pipeline in certain ways within certain 
timeframes. In the first nine years of 
this program, these rules required 
over 53,000 repairs be made to gas 
and liquid transmission pipelines that 
fall within HCAs. Only about 7%12 of 
the gas transmission pipelines, and 
43%13 of hazardous liquid pipelines 
nationwide fall within the definition 
of HCAs so are required to do these 
important inspections, although many 
operators provide such inspections 
beyond just the HCAs.

Integrity Management is more than  
just running smart pigs and then dig-
ging up weaknesses identified. The 
intent of Integrity Management is to 
continiually assess the threats to a sec-
tion of pipeline, preventing failures, 
mitigating potential consequences, 
and integrating data about that sec-
tion from all operational activities back 
into the threat assessment. Somewhere 
along the way, that system is not work-
ing properly, because even though 
many anomalies have been found and 
repaired as a result of the required 
inspections and repairs, the number 
of incidents on gas transmission and 
hazardous liquid pipelines in areas 
covered by integrity management has 
actually risen in the years since Integ-
rity Management became the law (see 
charts 6 & 7).12, 13 While there are clearly opportunities to 
improve the implementation of Integrity Management , 
the basic theory of risk assessment, inspection, verifica-
tion, program changes, and re-inspection that should 
lead to continuous improvement of pipeline safety seems 
sound. In the future, applying Integrity Management 
requirements beyond HCAs for transmission pipelines 
may help lead pipeline operators to their stated goal of 
zero pipeline incidents.

12	 PHMSA Gas Transmission Pipelines Integrity Management Per-
formance Measures - https://opsweb.phmsa.dot.gov/primis_pdm/
gt_imp_perf_nat_sum.asp

13	 PHMSA Hazardous Liquid Pipelines Integrity Management Per-
formance Measures - https://opsweb.phmsa.dot.gov/primis_pdm/
hl_imp_perf_nat_sum.asp
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Oversight of pipeline safety 
by the WUTC Pipeline Safety 
Division

History of the program

The history of the WUTC goes back over 100 years. It 
began in 1905 as the Washington Railroad Commis-
sion, and in 1911 the Washington Legislature changed 
the name of the agency to the Washington Public Ser-
vice Commission, expanding its jurisdiction to include 
electric and gas service. The commission has regulated 
both the utility and transportation industries since 1961, 
when it was given its current name.

The pipeline safety program within the WUTC began 
inspecting intrastate natural gas systems within Washington 
in 1955. Intrastate hazardous liquid pipelines were added to 
WUTC’s authority in 1996. In 2000, spurred on by the Olym-
pic Pipe Line tragedy, the Legislature approved a Pipeline 
Safety Act14 directing the program to seek federal approval to 
include inspections of all interstate pipelines stating: 

“The legislature recognizes that additional federal au-
thority is needed to implement a comprehensive pipe-

14	 Pipeline Safety Act - https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/Docu-
ments/Pipeline%20Safety%20Act-HB%202420.pdf

line safety program and by this act and other measures 
directs the state to seek that authority.”

That same Pipeline Safety Act stated as goals:

“It is also the intent of the legislature that the governor 
work with the state congressional delegation in seeking:

●● To amend the federal pipeline safety act to delegate 
authority to qualified states  to adopt and enforce 
standards equal to or more stringent than federal 
standards;

●● State authority to administer and enforce federal 
requirements related to pipeline safety; and

●● Higher levels of funding for state and federal pipe-
line safety activities and for states to respond to pipe-
line accident emergencies.”

In 2003, after working closely with the U.S. Department of 
Transportation’s Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 
Administration (PHMSA) for two years, the pipeline 
safety program became the lead inspector for all inter-
state pipeline inspections and incidents within the state 
of Washington. The WUTC can make recommendations 
to PHMSA but does not have enforcement authority over 
interstate pipelines. 

Pipeline Issues 
of Importance in  

Washington State

Carl W
eim

er photo

Hazardous Liquid Pipeline Easement near homes, Bellingham, WA

https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/Documents/Pipeline%20Safety%20Act-HB%202420.pdf
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WUTC and Pipeline Safety  
Program Organization

The WUTC is run by three commissioners who are ap-
pointed by the governor and confirmed by the state sen-
ate. Approximately 170 employees assist the commission-
ers in running the WUTC.15 The commission’s budget 
for the 2017-19 biennium is $71 million. The WUTC’s 
Pipeline Safety Program has 14 employees, including 
the Pipeline Safety Director. The Pipeline Safety Direc-
tor manages the pipeline safety program, while the Chief 
Pipeline Safety Engineer directs all compliance activities 
by the program’s eight pipeline inspectors. The remain-
der of the staff provides administrative, budget and 
policy support, as well as focusing on priority programs 
such as damage prevention efforts. All lead inspectors 
are federally certified, having completed training in all 
federal and state pipeline safety regulations, as well as 
advanced investigator training. 

Current Pipeline Safety Program

The commission is currently responsible for developing 
and enforcing safety standards for intrastate natural gas 
and hazardous liquid pipelines located within the state, 
and also inspects the portions of interstate natural gas and 
hazardous liquid pipelines located within Washington 
State. For interstate pipelines the standards and enforce-
ment actions are the responsibility of PHMSA.

The current mission of the Pipeline Safety Program is to 
ensure public health, safety and environmental quality by: 

●● Conducting quality inspections of hazardous  
liquid and natural gas pipeline companies

●● Improving safety laws and regulations

●● Educating local communities on pipeline  
safety issues

●● Providing technical assistance to pipeline operators, 
local governments and communities, and

●● Enforcing laws and regulations in a fair &  
equitable manner

The WUTC’s current strategic plan16 also includes a 
“Tactical Goal” to “Improve protection of underground 
utility facilities that provide essential services.”

15	 WUTC Organizational Chart - https://www.utc.wa.gov/aboutUs/
Documents/Agency%20Overall%20Org%20Chart.pdf

16	 WUTC Strategic Plan - https://www.utc.wa.gov/aboutUs/
Documents/2017-2019UTCStrategicPlan.pdf

The pipeline safety program is supported through a 
combination of federal grants and pipeline fees.  In ac-
cordance with state laws17 and commission rules,18 com-
pany fees are allotted among gas and hazardous liquid 
pipeline companies based on a combination of the total 
pipeline miles reported each year to the commission and 
an effort-based allocation system.  The program requires 
staff to track all hours that are spent directly with a spe-
cific pipeline company, and allocates fees based on each 
company’s percentage of hours worked. Pipeline fees are 
determined each year before September 1.

Pipeline Safety Program Evaluation

To evaluate the success of 
the WUTC’s Pipeline Safety 
Program we looked at efforts 
under each of the stated goals 
of the Program’s mission. We 
also surveyed pipeline op-
erators, elected officials, and 
emergency responders in the 
state, reviewed a select num-
ber of enforcement actions, 
compared WUTC efforts to ef-
forts in other states, reviewed 
PHMSA’s evaluations of the 
WUTC program, and re-

viewed incident data. What we found is described under 
each mission section below.

We believe that the WUTC program took a substantial 
step toward greater safety by requesting and receiving 
as much state authority as is currently possible to regu-
late, inspect and enforce rules for intrastate pipelines, 
and also interstate agency status to inspect interstate 
pipelines in Washington. While intrastate status allows 
the agency to set even stronger standards, the interstate 
agent status provides the WUTC the ability to provide 
the citizens of Washington better and more timely 
inspections on the major pipelines in the state, as well 
as building a program that is better equipped to meet 
the needs of both the pipeline operators as well as the 
potentially affected public. As shown in Table 3 there are 
currently only three other states (Arizona, Minnesota, 
and New York) that have been given this level of author-
ity for both natural gas and hazardous liquid pipelines. 

17	 Washington Pipeline Safety Funding Bill - https://www.utc.
wa.gov/publicSafety/Documents/Pipeline%20Safety%20Fund-
ing%20Bill%20-%20SB%205182.pdf

18	 WAC 480-75-240 - Annual pipeline safety fee methodology - 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-75-240, http://
apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93-240

Table 3 - States 
with Interstate 
Agent Status

Natural 
Gas

Hazardous 
Liquid

AZ AZ
CT MN
IA NY
MI VA
MN WA
NY
OH
WA

https://www.utc.wa.gov/aboutUs/Documents/Agency%20Overall%20Org%20Chart.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/aboutUs/Documents/Agency%20Overall%20Org%20Chart.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/aboutUs/Documents/2017-2019UTCStrategicPlan.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/aboutUs/Documents/2017-2019UTCStrategicPlan.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/Documents/Pipeline%20Safety%20Funding%20Bill%20-%20SB%205182.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/Documents/Pipeline%20Safety%20Funding%20Bill%20-%20SB%205182.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/Documents/Pipeline%20Safety%20Funding%20Bill%20-%20SB%205182.pdf
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-75-240, http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93-240
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-75-240, http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93-240
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“Conducting quality inspections of hazardous 
liquid and natural gas pipeline companies”

Each year PHMSA evaluates state pipeline safety pro-
grams. Natural gas programs are evaluated separately 
from hazardous liquid programs. The evaluation is a 
fairly comprehensive look at both the program’s annual 
progress report as well as an on-site review of the state’s 
inspection, compliance, accident investigation, train-
ing, and excavation damage prevention records and 
activities.19 PHMSA provides an incentive as part of this 
review by tying the amount of federal grant support for 
the state program to the program’s performance score. 

Looking at the past five years of evaluation scores it 
is clear that Washington has scored very well. Table 4 
shows Washington’s scores and Chart 6 gives a compari-
son with the other states. 

We also reviewed a select number of the WUTC’s inspec-
tion reports, which they make available to 
the public.20 The inspections appeared com-
prehensive to us and the reports to the com-
panies appeared to be timely. We were happy 
to see safety recommendations in some of 
the reports that go beyond the required 
rules. For example the 2016 inspection of the 
McChord Pipeline stated that, “additional 
markers along the pipeline route would be 
a prudent investment in public awareness, 

19	 Information on PHMSA State Program Evaluations -  
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/working-phmsa/state-
programs/state-oversight

20	 WUTC Pipeline Inspection Reports  -  
https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndustries/
transportation/pipeline/Pages/InspectionReports-
ByCompany.aspx

especially in the 
densely populated 
Midland and Park-
land neighborhoods. 
Although no ac-
cidents due to third 
party damage have 
been reported, ad-
ditional markers 
may be some insur-
ance to continue this 
trend into the future.”  In August of 2017 a contractor did 
strike the pipeline in the Parkland neighborhood, and at 

this time whether additional signs had been 
installed as recommended is not known.

We also provided an anonymous survey to all 
the pipeline operators in Washington State 
to gain their insights into a number of issues. 
Overall their opinion about the WUTC staff 
seems positive in areas such as fairness, con-
sistency, and knowledge. Chart 7 shows how 
operators that deal with regulators in other 
states compare with the WUTC regulators.

“Improving safety laws and  
regulations”

We looked at how proactive the WUTC has 
been at improving pipeline safety laws. As 

discussed above, the minimum safety standards are set 
by the federal government, but states can set stricter 
standards for the intrastate pipelines they regulate. The 
National Association of Pipeline Safety Representatives 
(NAPSR) publishes from time to time a compendium 
of what initiatives individual states have that go beyond 

Table 4 - PHMSA's WUTC 
Program Evaluation Scores

Natural 
Gas 

Program

Hazardous 
Liquid 

Program
2011 100.00% 97.85%
2012 100.00% 100.00%
2013 99.80% 100.00%
2014 99.35% 99.80%
2015 100.00% 100.00%
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Chart 6 - Percent of States With Scores 
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Chart 7 - If you operate pipelines in other states,
please rate how you think the WUTC regulators compare to 

other state or PHMSA regulators

https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/working-phmsa/state-programs/state-oversight
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/working-phmsa/state-programs/state-oversight
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the federal safety standards. The most recent version21 of 
the compendium lists 1361 state pipeline safety initia-
tives that go beyond federal standards, and Washington 
is shown to have 70 of those. Only four states (Maine, 
Michigan, New Hampshire and Wisconsin) have more 
initiatives listed. A few of the more unique rules that 
Washington has that go beyond the federal rules include:

●● A rule that requires intrastate gas transmission 
operators to get approval from the WUTC to build 
certain new pipelines near buildings and highways.22

●● A requirement that leak detection systems on intra-
state hazardous liquid pipelines must be capable of 
detecting an eight percent of maximum flow leak 
within fifteen minutes or less.23

●● A requirement that local governments as part of 
their permitting activities ensure that transmission 
pipeline companies are notified when excavation or 

construction will occur 
within 100 feet of a pipe-
line easement.24

As noted in the Damage 
Prevention section, the 
WUTC has worked hard 
over the past decade to 
improve many aspects of 
the State’s underground 
damage prevention law. 
The WUTC is also one of 
the few states that consis-
tently provides comments 

on PHMSA’s major rulemakings, and the current chairman 
of the WUTC serves as a member of PHMSA’s Technical 
Pipeline Safety Standards Committee25 which reviews and 
comments on all federal natural gas rulemakings.

In our review of the pipeline safety rules for the state 
we did note that there seem to be some inconsistencies 

21	 2013 NAPSR Compendium - http://nebula.wsimg.com/6ecf26d54
14294efd6164b577a73265d?AccessKeyId=8C483A6DA79FB79FC
7FA&disposition=0&alloworigin=1

22	 WAC 480-93-020 Proximity Considerations - http://app.leg.
wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93-020

23	 WAC 480-75-300 Leak detection - http://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/de-
fault.aspx?cite=480-75-300

24	 RCW 19.122.033 Notice of excavation to pipeline companies - 
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.122.033

25	 PHMSA's Technical Pipeline Safety Standards Committee - 
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/standards-rulemaking/pipeline/
pipeline-advisory-committees

between the rules for hazardous liquid pipelines and 
those for natural gas pipelines. For example, intrastate 
gas transmission operators need to get WUTC approv-
al before building certain pipelines near buildings and 
highways (WAC 480-93-020), yet there is no similar 
requirement for hazardous liquid operators. Similarly 
for intrastate hazardous liquid pipelines there is a re-
quirement that a company maintain the depth of cover 
(WAC 480-75-640), yet there is no similar require-
ment for natural gas transmission pipelines. While we 
could find no evidence that these inconsistencies have 
caused a problem, we think it makes sense to try to 
harmonize rules where possible for similar risks.

“Educating local communities on pipeline 
safety issues”

For well over a decade the WUTC has shown significant 
leadership in trying to figure out how best to engage 
local communities about pipeline safety, and supporting 
efforts that do just that. The WUTC is one of only three 
states (Michigan and California being the other two) that 
support a pipeline advisory committee (CCOPS) that can 
serve the valuable role of helping educate and engage lo-
cal government and citizens on a range of pipeline safety 
issues. In 2004, as PHMSA issued new Public Awareness 
requirements, the WUTC took the proactive and unique 
approach of hiring two consulting firms to research how 
public awareness could be done most effectively. That 
research led to a WUTC policy paper26 that concluded:

“WUTC’s research strongly supports an emphasis on 
the part of all stakeholders in pipeline safety aware-
ness programs on focused outreach through a diverse 
network of pipeline safety advocates.”

That effort also led to the ongoing recognition within 
the WUTC that regulators have an important role 
to play in building awareness. With that in mind the 
WUTC has continued to maintain in-house expertise in 
public education and awareness, sought ways to im-
prove their website to serve as a hub of pipeline safety 
information for the state, and proactively worked with 
a variety of stakeholders on focused efforts to inform 
decision making in ways that improves pipeline safety.

One example of the WUTC’s proactive efforts on 
pipeline safety is their ongoing involvement and 
leadership on issues around land uses near transmis-

26	 Pipeline Safety Public Awareness Programs, 2004 - https://www.
utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndustries/transportation/Transportation-
Documents/UTC%20Public%20Awareness%20Strategy%20Re-
port%20-%20Final%202004.pdf

http://nebula.wsimg.com/6ecf26d5414294efd6164b577a73265d?AccessKeyId=8C483A6DA79FB79FC7FA&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
http://nebula.wsimg.com/6ecf26d5414294efd6164b577a73265d?AccessKeyId=8C483A6DA79FB79FC7FA&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
http://nebula.wsimg.com/6ecf26d5414294efd6164b577a73265d?AccessKeyId=8C483A6DA79FB79FC7FA&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
http://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93-020
http://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-93-020
http://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-75-300
http://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=480-75-300
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.122.033
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/standards-rulemaking/pipeline/pipeline-advisory-committees
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/standards-rulemaking/pipeline/pipeline-advisory-committees
https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndustries/transportation/TransportationDocuments/UTC%20Public%20Awareness%20Strategy%20Report%20-%20Final%202004.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndustries/transportation/TransportationDocuments/UTC%20Public%20Awareness%20Strategy%20Report%20-%20Final%202004.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndustries/transportation/TransportationDocuments/UTC%20Public%20Awareness%20Strategy%20Report%20-%20Final%202004.pdf
https://www.utc.wa.gov/regulatedIndustries/transportation/TransportationDocuments/UTC%20Public%20Awareness%20Strategy%20Report%20-%20Final%202004.pdf
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sion pipelines. As 
far back as 1988 the 
Transportation Re-
search Board of the 
National Academies 
(TRB) recognized 
a number of issues 

related to the risk from pipeline failures in populated 
areas.  In 2004 the TRB released a report – Transmis-
sion Pipelines and Land Use27 – that succinctly sums 
the problem up as follows:

“The primary objectives of pipeline-related land use 
measures are to reduce the risk of damaging the pipelines 
by keeping human activity away from their immediate 
vicinity and to minimize the exposure of those living and 
working near a transmission pipeline in the event of an 
accident. Jurisdiction over land use matters traditionally 
rests with local governments, which results in wide varia-
tions in practices. However, most local governments do 
not address pipeline issues; when they do, they have few 
or no data on which to base land use regulations.”

While the federal regulators tried to decide how to respond 
to this report, the WUTC brought together involved stake-
holders for a series of workshops that led to the release of 
the WUTC’s own report in 2006 - Land Use Planning In 
Proximity to Natural Gas and Hazardous Liquid Trans-
mission Pipelines in Washington State.28  That project led 
to many other efforts in the state, (discussed elsewhere in 
this report), to help local governments understand their 
responsibilities and authority regarding land use near such 
pipelines. The PST believes there is not another state in the 
nation that comes close to the leadership that the WUTC 
has provided on these land use issues.

Another example of where the WUTC Pipeline Safety Pro-
gram has exceeded most other state’s public education efforts 
relates to the creation and distribution of maps of transmis-
sion pipelines. Where pipelines are located in communities is 
one of the basic facts needed to help create better engagement 
of local government and the public. The WUTC has created 
maps of these pipelines that are more accurate than the fed-
eral National Pipeline Mapping System, and makes them eas-
ily available on their website and distributes the Geographic 
Information System (GIS) layers to local governments to 
improve land use and emergency planning.

27	 Transmission Pipelines and Land Use - http://onlinepubs.trb.org/
onlinepubs/sr/sr281.pdf

28	 Land Use Planning In Proximity to Natural Gas and Hazard-
ous Liquid Transmission Pipelines in Washington State (2006) 
- https://www.utc.wa.gov/publicSafety/Documents/LandUseRe-
port-Final.pdf

Finally, we are unaware of another state utility commis-
sion in the country that has proactively encouraged and 
worked with a citizen advisory committee to find a way 
to independently review a commission’s pipeline safety 
program. Funding this report, and making information 
needed to complete it easily available, with no strings at-
tached regarding conclusions or recommendations speaks 
highly of the WUTC’s commitment to public involvement 
and continuous improvement, and ought to serve as an 
example to other states and the pipeline industry when 
looking for ways to improve public trust.

“Providing technical assistance to pipeline 
operators, local governments and communities”

Many of the technical assistance programs that the 
WUTC’s Pipeline Safety Program provides, such as land 
use issues, damage prevention, and maps, are discussed 
in other sections of this report. PHMSA also requires 
states to provide training and qualification seminars to 
pipeline operators at least every three years, a require-
ment that the WUTC has always met.  

In other parts of the country we have seen public confusion 
and jurisdictional conflicts when pipelines cross tribal reser-
vation lands, or when pipelines are operated by the military 
off military bases, making them potentially non-jurisdiction-
al to state regulators. While we could find no evidence that 
either of these situations have caused problems in Wash-
ington, we did note that there are pipelines crossing tribal 
reservations, and in at least Island County a pipeline oper-
ated by the Whidbey Navel Air Station. We think it would 
be good for the WUTC to have clear agreements regarding 
both jurisdiction and technical assistance with tribal govern-
ments, as well as the military, before any such issues arise.

“Enforcing laws and regulations in a fair & 
equitable manner”

Whether laws are being enforced fairly and equitably is 
difficult to judge. In our survey of pipeline companies in 
Washington we asked them how they would rate their 
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Chart 8 - Asked of WA pipeline companies - How are the 
WUTC’s regulatory interactions with your company?

There is not another state 
in the nation that comes 
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use issues.
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regulatory interactions with WUTC staff, and as you can 
see Chart 8, overall companies gave the WUTC good 
marks for being fair and reasonable.

We also looked at the number and level of proposed 
fines for both safety violations and excavation dam-
ages, and the actual amount of fines collected. What we 
found was that the WUTC appears ready to use their 
enforcement authority when needed to correct behav-
ior, but then allows companies to reduce their fines by 
committing to spend time and money to correct issues 
throughout their systems, and not violate similar rules 
again for a period of time. 

Finally, as shown in Charts 9-12, using PHMSA data29 
we tried to compare the enforcement data for the WUTC 
with the neighboring state of Oregon, and with the three 
other states that also have both hazardous liquid and 
natural gas pipeline interstate agent status. While we find 
the charts interesting the only thing that we can draw 
from them is that pipeline systems varying a good deal 
from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, so enforcement pro-
grams vary also. We would be interested in the WUTC’s 
explanation of why the number of compliance actions 
per mile of pipeline are so much lower than nearly every 
other state we reviewed.

Recommendations:
WUTC-1: The WUTC should review WAC 480-93 and 
WAC 480-75 to ensure better consistency between natu-
ral gas and hazardous liquid rules.

WUTC-2: The WUTC and Governor should continually 
work to ensure implementation of the yet to be adopted 
parts (in bold below) of the state legislature’s intent in the 
state's Pipeline Safety Act of 2000.

●● To amend the federal pipeline safety act to delegate 
authority to qualified states to adopt and enforce 
standards equal to or more stringent than federal 
standards;

●● State authority to administer and enforce federal 
requirements related to pipeline safety; and

●● Higher levels of funding for state and federal 
pipeline safety activities and for states to respond to 
pipeline accident emergencies.

WUTC-3:  The WUTC should review their authority on 
tribal lands and consider the need for an agreement with 
tribal governments regarding jurisdiction and techni-

29	 PHMSA, State Specific Data - https://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/
comm/states.htm
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cal assistance where pipelines occur on reservations to 
ensure the WUTC has lawful access to those pipelines if 
an inspection or incident investigation is warranted. 

WUTC-4: The WUTC should consider the need for 
an agreement regarding jurisdiction and technical 
assistance with the Department of Defense relating to 
the safety of  any military pipelines operating off mili-
tary bases, such as the one that serves the Whidbey 
Naval Air Station.

Land Use Planning and Pipelines

There are two ways to think about land use planning 
and pipelines. The first is to utilize planning tools to 
limit impacts of new pipelines on existing land uses. 

For the siting of nearly all 
new pipelines, the pipe-
line company decides on a 
general route they prefer for 
their pipeline, and possibly 
some alternative routes. 
Once they feel fairly confi-
dent with the feasibility of 
their chosen route, the more 
formal process with vari-
ous government agencies 
begins. That process is not 
consistent for every pipe-

line, and varies greatly depending on the type of pipeline 
and the proposed location. As was discussed earlier, 
companies wishing to construct interstate gas pipelines 
must apply to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion (FERC) for construction and route approval. And 
for all other pipelines proposed to be constructed in 
Washington— greater than six inches in diameter and 
15 miles in length — the Energy Facility Site Evaluation 
Council (EFSEC) has authority for siting and routing 
per RCW 80.50.  The county and city where a project is 
proposed can appoint a voting member to the EFSEC for 
review of that project. Local governments otherwise have 
little say or involvement with siting and routing of pipe-
lines, but they may engage in the state or federal activi-
ties by providing comments at the appropriate points in 
the process. Local governments in other states have used 
their zoning powers to require conditional use permits 
for the construction of certain pipelines. 

The second way to think about land use planning and 
pipelines is once pipelines are built. Local governments 
can use the power granted to them by the state to pro-
tect health, safety and general welfare to coordinate and 
regulate new development near pipelines. Many pipelines 

existed prior to surrounding development, and housing 
density sometimes increases in areas near pipelines that 
once were predominantly undeveloped rural areas. Local 
governments can enact regulations governing the type of 
buildings and construction that can occur near existing 
pipelines, requiring consultation with the pipeline opera-
tor, establishing setbacks or enacting a variety of other 
land use permit requirements.

To assist local communities with planning near pipe-
lines, in 2010 PHMSA published the final report of 
the Pipelines and Informed Planning Alliance (PIPA), 
a three-year effort to provide information and recom-
mendations on the types of tools local government 
can use to regulate new development near existing 
pipelines. Forty-three recommended practices are 
contained in the report, and 29 of them speak specifi-
cally to local governments about things they can do to 
encourage safety near transmission pipelines. These 
recommendations stress the importance of having a 
relationship with local pipeline operators that includes 
open communication, incorporating the existence 
of pipelines into planning process and infrastruc-
ture projects, and the importance of safe excavation 
practices. One example of a specific recommendation 
is the use of consultation areas or zones that require 
early consultation among stakeholders when any 
development is proposed within a specified distance 
from a transmission pipeline. In 2015, the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) produced 
the report Hazard Mitigation Planning: Practices for 
Land Use Planning and Development near Pipelines. 
This report built on PHMSA's earlier effort, and was 
thought to be better positioned for action by local 
government emergency planners. In our survey of 
emergency planners 81% said they had never received 
a copy of the report. All 
recommendations and 
reports mentioned above 
can be found on the PIPA 
report website.30

Over the past decade 
CCOPS, WUTC, PST, 
MRSC, and the Association 
of Washington Cities have 
coordinated a number of ef-
forts to reach out to elected 
officials and local govern-
ment planners to encourage 
adoption of PIPA recommendations. While these efforts 

30	 PHMSA-Land Use Planning and Transmission Pipelines webpage 
- http://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/pipa/LandUsePlanning.htm

Hazard Mitigation 
Planning:
Practices for Land Use Planning
and Development near Pipelines 
2015

http://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/pipa/LandUsePlanning.htm
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have been more successful than in any other state in the na-
tion, they have  only led to the adoption of PIPA recomend-
ed practices by a handful of communities in the state. Much 
of this effort is documented on the MRSC's Planning Near 
Pipelines website (http://mrsc.org/Home/Explore-Topics/
Public-Safety/Special-Topics/Pipeline-Safety/Planning-
Near-Pipelines.aspx).

In Washington State, city and county governments have 
a role to play in pipeline safety and oversight. Federal 
and state regulations generally preclude local govern-
ments from adopting any regulations that require a 
pipeline operator to take any actions regarding the safe 
operation of a pipeline. Pipeline operators, however, 
might willingly enter into development agreements or 
mitigation agreements that include additional safety 
aspects in certain situations, in response to local condi-
tions. There are actions that local governments take 
that are not precluded, such as negotiated rights-of-
way agreements, spill and emergency preparations and 
response, or land use and zoning provisions.

Twenty-nine of the 39 counties in Washington State 
contain a hazardous liquid and/or gas pipeline system. 
Some of those systems are very small while some of them 
contain segments of interstate or international systems. 
Of the 15 counties with transmission pipelines, all of 
them have gas pipelines and 10 of them have hazardous 
liquid pipelines within their boundaries.

Counties like King, Pierce, Clark and Snohomish con-
tain many cities with pipelines running through them or 
immediately adjacent. It is in these areas, and places that 
cities intend to expand their boundaries, that are of most 
concern when it comes to planning for pipeline safety. 
Areas that are not already urbanized are of special impor-
tance because they are not already defined by an urban 
form. These green fields are where planning can have the 
most influence. Undeveloped areas that are not already 
within a city, are primarily the responsibility of the county 
although the county may coordinate with the city utilizing 
development agreements or other mechanisms.

For the purposes of this report, we’ve chosen to focus 
our recommendations more on county level planning for 
a number of reasons. First, if a county is experiencing 
growth, it is typically shared between multiple jurisdic-
tions within a county. Second, because counties often 
coordinate with the cities within their borders, working 
with a county to engage in planning for pipelines can 
lead to that county taking the lead in working with their 
cities to adopt similar policies and regulations. Finally, 
cities all have a different approach to planning and 
implementing annexations. Until areas on the fringe of 

cities are part of their adjacent city, they are under the 
jurisdiction of the county. Planning that takes place in 
these unincorporated urban growth areas often carries 
over when these areas are annexed into the city later on.

After identifying the 15 fastest-growing counties in 
Washington, we reviewed each county’s planning and 
development codes, looking for evidence of regulations 
pertaining to planning near pipelines.

Of the 15 fastest-growing counties with transmission 
pipelines in Washington State, only three have a sec-
tion of their code that calls for a consultation zone or 
something similar — King, Skagit and Whatcom coun-
ties. Skagit and Whatcom counties have adopted virtu-
ally identical provisions that place a consultation zone 
around pipelines in their counties, requiring the County 
to contact the pipeline operator when new subdivisions 
are planned within a certain distance. King County has 
adopted a setback system. The flaw with King’s approach 
is that it allows for many circumstances in which a modi-
fied setback may be granted. 

Whitman and Benton counties call for pipelines that are 
near proposed subdivisions to be included in proposed 
plat maps. Island County only calls for a pipeline to 
be shown on a map at time of application for a surface 
mining permit. All of the other fastest growing counties, 
including three of the five fastest growing, have no refer-
ence in their code that is relevant to pipeline safety.

All counties with pipelines in Washington State and cit-
ies within those counties that also have pipelines should 
adopt consultation zones, similar to those adopted in 
Skagit and Whatcom counties. Getting planners to 
engage in this issue is key to ensuring that these consul-
tation zones are adopted. Unfortunately, pipeline safety 
is an issue that is frequently put to the side in favor of 
state mandates on growth management, water availabil-
ity, critical areas protection, and other pressing issues. 
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The key to ensuring that counties adopt consultation 
zones is talking directly with planners and elected of-
ficials to spark interest and build understanding. The 
expense of adopting these zones is limited to staff time 
and with a model ordinance and support, the planners’ 
job is much easier.

In addition to activities that individual jurisdictions 
could do, RCW 19.122.033 or “The Dig Law,” requires 
local governments issuing building permits to notify 
the pipeline operator when it issues the permit and 
requires as a condition of the permit that the applicant 
consult with the pipeline company when constructing 
within 100 feet of a right of way or utility easement. 
The RCW allows some flexibility to local jurisdictions 
that adopt ordinances about the notification distance. 
It’s unclear, however, if any jurisdiction is even aware of 
this provision in the Dig Law. Lack of knowledge about 
a law renders such a law ineffective. Furthermore, the 
fact that this law does not even apply until the issuance 
of building permits, prevents pipeline companies from 
knowing about pre-building activities like subdivisions 
in which they could have far more influence when it 
comes to designing development patterns that protect 
the pipeline and the public.

Recommendations:
CCOPS-7: CCOPS should distribute the model con-
sultation zone ordinance developed by the MRSC to all 
elected officials and planning directors in jurisdictions 
where transmission pipelines occur to help those juris-
dictions implement the consultation requirements under 
RCW 19.122.033(3) & (4). CCOPS should then work 
with the 12 counties among the 15 fastest-growing coun-
ties with pipelines that currently have no, or minimal 
pipeline safety provisions within their code, to encourage 
adoption of consultation zones.

Public Awareness, Education, 
Involvement and Communication 
Programs
Industry Public Awareness 
Programs
In 2002, Congress passed a law requiring pipeline opera-
tors to create a “public awareness” program on the use of 
one-call systems (call before you dig), the hazards from 
unintended releases, and how the public should respond 
to these releases.  Congress also authorized PHMSA to 
adopt standards prescribing the elements of an effec-
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Chart 13 - Do you recall ever receiving 
any pipeline safety information from 
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in your jurisdiction?
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As part of this report we surveyed the elected members of city councils and county councils/commissions in jurisdic-
tions where pipelines exist. The survey was emailed to 379 elected officials in 30 counties and 39 cities, and we had a 
response rate of 15.6%. The electeds responding had an average of 6.2 years in office. Elected officials are one of the 
target groups for required public awareness information, so we wanted to see what they remember of the information 
they receive. As you can see from the two charts below about 40% of the officials don’t recall ever receiving any infor-
mation, and of those that do recall getting information more than a third of them either did not think the information 
was helpful or can’t recall the information enough to have an opinion about it.
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tive public education program and to develop material 
for use in the program.  At the same time, the pipeline 
industry began to develop a private standard through 
the American Petroleum Institute (API):  Recommended 
Practice (RP) 1162. That RP was published in 2003, and 
was incorporated by reference into the PHMSA regula-
tions in 2005, rather than PHMSA undertaking to write 
its own regulations.  The RP contains a process guide for 
operators and several pages of tables with recommended 
communication topics, delivery timelines, and me-

dia. Both the RP and the regulation identify four specific 
audiences:  the affected public (i.e., those who live or 
congregate near pipelines, or are natural gas customers); 
emergency officials; local public officials; and excavators.  

 The API recommended practice is based on a one-way 
model of “educating” the public rather than involving 
the public as partners in a risk communication effort.  
Decisions about content are typically made before there 
is any contact with the identified audiences to find 
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Chart 16 - During your time in o�ce has 
your council/commission ever received a 
brie�ng on the safety of the pipelines in 

your jurisdiction and the ways local 
government can help ensure that safety?
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Chart 17 - Would you be interested in such 
a brie�ng (30 minutes or less)?

We also asked if during their time in office they had ever had a pipeline safety briefing, and if they would be interested in such a 
short briefing. The charts below show that a majority of electeds had never had such a briefing, but would appreciate one. 

We also asked if there was information about the pipelines in their jurisdictions that they were interested in but did not 
know where to find. Many of the options we provided them with are types of information that is supposed to be provid-
ed as part of required Public Awareness communications from pipeline operators. The chart below shows the percent-
ages of all respondents who were interested in certain information.
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out what they know and what they want to know. The 
RP also appears to conflate risk communication with 
public relations, by encouraging operators to explain 
how safe pipelines are and how necessary they are to 
the economy.  Operators had until June 2006 to prepare 
programs to comply with the regulations.  PHMSA and 
state inspectors undertook the first round of audits/
inspections of public awareness programs in 2010-
2011.   The measure of effectiveness was one area where 
operators nationwide had challenges meeting PHMSA’s 
audit’s expectations.  

API is currently undertaking to write a third edition 
of the recommended practice.  It remains to be seen 
whether PHMSA will incorporate it into regulation and 
whether it will resolve these two large shortcomings: 
the lack of two-way communication with stakeholder 
groups, and the measurement of effectiveness.  There is 
plenty of anecdotal evidence nationwide that the annual 
mailing of a calendar or magnet or flyer does little to 
educate residents or local governments about the risks 
to the community from the presence of pipelines. Our 
surveys of city and county elected officials, as shown 
in Charts 13-17, also indicate that improvements are 
needed, and that elected officials are interested in pipe-
line safety information.

There are currently two other third-party sources of 
pipeline public awareness information for Washington 
citizens. The Pipeline Association of the Northwest 
(http://panw.pipelineawareness.org/), which is part 
of the larger national Pipeline Association for Pub-
lic Awareness (A nonprofit corporation made up of 
the pipeline industry to provide pipeline safety and 
emergency preparedness information to residents, 
businesses, farmers, excavators, emergency respond-
ers and public officials) and the Washington Pipeline 
Awareness website (http://wa.pipeline-awareness.com/
home/) operated by Paradigm (a private company that 
does many of the required public awareness outreach 
requirements for companies across the country). Both 
of these efforts provide valuable information to a vari-
ety of stakeholder groups, although since in some in-
stances the information only includes a select number 
of the local operators (members or clients) it can cre-
ate an incorrect picture of the totality of pipelines in 
a particular area to a website visitor. The PST believes 
that such coordination of pipeline public awareness 
efforts across companies operating in an area is a good 
thing, but better care and coordination must be taken 
to ensure that the complete picture is being provided. 
We also think that such efforts could be improved by 
review and comment by non-industry third parties.

Recommendations:
WUTC-8: The WUTC should augment the public aware-
ness program rules, for intrastate operators, to include op-
erator websites as a mandatory message delivery method 
and include a review of operator websites in its public 
awareness audits to ensure all baseline messages required 
by API RP 1162 and system maps (at least for transmis-
sion lines) are included and easily accessible on each oper-
ator's website. The WUTC should actively explore options 
to make the same changes apply to interstate operators.

WUTC-7: The WUTC should incorporate some real-
world checks to verify the effectiveness of operators’ public 
awareness programs by surveying affected stakeholders 
along operators’ routes, e.g., management and staff of hard-
to-evacuate buildings like nursing homes, assisted living 
facilities, schools, hospitals, etc. to determine if the public 
awareness programs are reaching these audiences.

OG-1: CCOPS, the Pipeline Association of the North-
west, and Paradigm should consider a way to involve 
CCOPS in the review of “clearinghouse” sorts of public 
awareness efforts, particularly in terms of Washington 
State focused websites, to ensure that a broader range 
of stakeholder voices are represented and that material 
provided accurately represents the entirety of the state’s 
pipeline system.

Excavation Damage Prevention
One of the leading causes of deaths and injuries from 
pipeline incidents is from damage to pipelines related to 
excavation activities. These types of incidents are almost 
completely preventable, and over the past two decades a 
significant effort has taken place to identify and imple-
ment best practices to prevent these incidents, as well as 
upgrade state damage prevention programs and enforce-
ment. Charts 18 and 19 show some specifics of thsi issue 
in Washington State.

In 2000 the national Common Ground Alliance (CGA) 
was formed to help enhance worker safety, and bet-
ter protect the public and underground infrastructure 
during excavation activities. Since that time CGA has 
successfully developed a system to adopt national best 
practices, and produced and updated the Best Practices 
Guide. CGA was also instrumental in the adoption of the 
national 811 Call Before You Dig number, as well as the 
Damage Information Reporting Tool (DIRT) to identify 
the root cause of incidents that occur as a result in break-
downs in the one call process.

Starting in 2009, PHMSA began to assess the adequacy 
of various aspects of each state’s damage prevention 
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program,31 and in 2015 they passed a rule that 
spelled out how they would determine if a state’s 
damage prevention program was adequate, the 
steps they would take to correct inadequate 
programs, and the process PHMSA could use to 
enforce damage prevention laws against excava-
tors if a state was not doing it adequately.  This 
effort by PHMSA helped drive states to improve 
their damage prevention rules, and Washington 
State was no exception. 

In the 2009 PHMSA assessment, Washington 
State’s Damage Prevention program was found to 
be inadequate both in terms of an “enforcement 
agencies’ role to help resolve issues” and “fair and 
consistent enforcement of the law.”  In 2009, the 
WUTC spearheaded formation of the Dig Law 
Group; a consortium of regulated utilities, utility 
districts of all types, cities, counties, contractors, 
and excavators. The goals of the Dig Law Group 
were to address PHMSA concerns, and to draft 
significant updates to the state’s Underground 
Utility Damage Prevention Law.32 Two years of 
work by the Dig Law Group resulted in a much 
revised law that includes clearer enforcement 
definitions and procedures, requires reporting of 
damages to underground utilities, establishes a 
Safety Committee of stakeholder representatives to 
review complaints of alleged underground utility 
violations, and establishes the Damage Prevention 
Account where fines are deposited to be used for 
educational purposes to improve excavation safety. 
In PHMSA’s last assessment (2014) of State Dam-
age Prevention programs only 20 states received 
perfect scores, Washington being one of them.

WUTC takes "Call Before You Dig" very seriously, 
traveling throughout the state to educate people 
about the danger of digging even a small hole 
without a locate request. In Washington, as in all 
states, a person who wishes to dig calls 811 a few 
days before doing so. This call triggers a series of 
requests to utilities operating in the area, asking 
them to visit the identified area and mark the loca-
tion of the facilities on the ground so the person 
who wishes to dig in that area knows where they 
can and can't dig and what kind of tools are ap-
propriate for the job so they don't damage existing 

31	 Characterization of State Damage Prevention Pro-
grams - https://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/SDPPC-
Discussion.htm?nocache=7122

32	 Underground Utility Damage Prevention Law -  
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=19.122

Chart 18 - Washington State Gas Distribution Pipeline
Leaks by Cause 2005-2016
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Per Thousand One-Call Tickets
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utilities. This program leads to less frequent unintentional 
damage to underground utilities including pipelines and is a 
key part of Washington's damage prevention program.

One aspect that is still missing from the state's Dig Law is 
positive response. The law currently requires that excava-
tors must "not excavate until all known facility opera-
tors have marked or provided information regarding 
underground facilities." Unfortunately, there is no way 
for many casual users of the One Call system to know 
whether all known facility operators have followed their 
responsibilities under the law and marked their facilities. 
This can be corrected by a positive response system that 
tells excavators when all utilities have been marked.

Also, non-commercial landowners and homeowners are 
hard to educate about excavation damage because there 
are barriers to using the system. Some of those barriers 
include the belief (often correct) that they know where 
the utilities are on their property, how to mark where they 
want the locate done, how to safely dig once the One Call 
markings are on the group, and revulsion to "permanent" 
paint on their landscape. This can be mitigated with better 
education to this stakeholder group, and through updates 
through the Dig Law.

With the changes in the state’s dig law, and the cre-
ation of the Safety Committee, the state’s damage 
prevention program has become more proactive and 
hopefully effective. With money from both the Dam-
age Prevention Account and PHMSA One Call grants, 
multiple successful trainings were held for both exca-
vators and locators. Since 2014 enforcement proceed-
ings were conducted in 56 cases for a total of $156,000 
in proposed fines. As seen in Chart 20 the trend line 
for damages per 1000 one-call tickets is going in the 
right direction and compares well with neighboring 
states. Washington State has had no deaths or injuries 
caused by excavation damage to pipelines in the past 
decade, and we hope that with a continued emphasis 
on damage prevention by all involved stakeholders 
that safety records continues while the number of 
damages from excavation also decreases further.

Recommendations:
WUTC-9: The WUTC should continue to apply for 
PHMSA One Call and State Damage Prevention Grants 
and use awarded money, along with money from the 
Damage Prevention Account, to fund targeted training 
programs for excavators and utility locators, as well as 
general promotion of the One Call system.

WUTC-10: The WUTC should work with the Washing-
ton Utilities Coordinating Council and the Washington 

Dig Law Safety Committee to provide better, easily ac-
cessible information about the Safety Committee’s oper-
ations, how the complaint process works, how hearings 
and enforcement procedures work, and clear informa-
tion about their recommendations and results.

WUTC-11: The WUTC or group similar to the Dig Law 
Group should propose an agreed upon change to the 
Dig Law — RCW 19.122 — that incorporates positive 
response into the law.

WUTC-12: In future updates of the state’s Dig Law, 
the WUTC needs to work with the legislature to bet-
ter address the concerns and issues associated with 
private non-commercial landowners and homeowners, 
and ensure that educational materials detailing how 
to properly proceed with excavation once utilities are 
marked is easily available and provided to such users 
of the One Call system. 

OG-2: The WUTC, Washington Utilities Coordinating 
Council, the National Utility Contractors Association of 
Washington, and the Washington Dig Law Safety Com-
mittee should all make information about upcoming 
excavation and locator trainings more readily available 
on their websites.

OG-3: The National Utility Contractors Association of 
Washington should make a list of those contractors who 
have completed their Dig Safe Certification program 
with the date of completion easily available online. 

OG-4: The WUTC, Washington Utilities Coordinat-
ing Council, and the Washington Dig Law Safety 
Committee should provide a link to that list of certi-
fied excavators on their own website, and promote 
use of certified excavators as a way to incentivize the 
training programs.

Transparency of Information
Since 2011, the PST has conducted an annual website 
transparency review for state agencies that regulate 
pipeline safety on behalf of PHMSA. The PST publishes 
a report of those findings on its website and in its Fall 
newsletter, prior to its annual conference.

We evaluate each website on the following criteria:

●● Ease of finding the state agency’s website and con-
tact information for agency staff;

●● Accessibility of state and federal rules and statutes;

●● The description of the scope of the state’s authority 
(and lack of authority);
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●● Existence of transmission pipeline maps and opera-
tor contact information;

●● Availability of inspection records, and incident, 
enforcement and excavation damage data; and

●● Information about siting and routing of new pipelines.

PHMSA doesn’t establish any standard for what should 
be included in a pipeline safety agency’s public web-
site, or even that these agencies should have one. If the 
agency is interested in doing all they can to have a well-
informed public, having a robust online presence helps 
to serve that purpose.

The PST utilizes the criteria described in this  
section to give states a numerical score — up to 33 
points — and identifies their website as either “excel-
lent” (a perfect score), “good” (25-32 points), “pass-
ing” (17-24 points), or “failing” (16 points or less). As 
shown on the map above, in 2017, 21 states received a 
score of “passing” or better. For several years, WUTC 
has invested time and energy in maintaining and 
improving their online presence for pipeline safety 
information. WUTC achieved a perfect score in both 
2016 and 2017.

The WUTC gets a perfect score for their website because 
it includes all the information that should be available on 
a pipeline safety website in a way that is easy to navigate 
and understand. 

For a site that is very narrowly focused on pipeline 
safety, WUTC’s website gets a fair amount of traffic. The 
pipeline safety site receives more than 150 unique visits 
per month on average. The agency’s Call Before You Dig 
(CBYD) website receives more than 500 unique visits per 
month on average and is evidence of the WUTC’s com-
mitment to the efficacy of that program.

A good website requires constant review and 
revision as circumstances change. Oftentimes 
a state may set up a website that contains solid 
and relevant information at the time, but over 
time it will become out-dated and needs to be 
revised. Washington is constantly updating 
their site, including a recent switch to a differ-
ent platform. And, historically, interested per-
sons could sign up for a listserv to get informa-
tion about pipeline safety in Washington State 
sent to their inbox. WUTC is transitioning to a 
new method for operating this listserv, which 
should be live in 2018. As long as WUTC con-
tinues to take the same active approach to their 
website, it will continue to be a solid resource 
for Washingtonians who want to learn more 

about pipeline safety in their state.

But transparency is about more than having a good 
website. One of the more frustrating things for the public 
is not having access to information that would help them 
understand the risk of pipeline leaks, spills and ruptures 

in areas they care about. One of the most closely guarded 
pieces of information in the world of pipelines is the 
location of HCAs. These areas are known to both the op-
erator and the regulator, but they should also be available 
to the public and local governments who often have local 
knowledge regarding HCAs.

In addition to evaluating the pipeline safety website for 
WUTC, PST reviewed the websites of the larger pipeline 
operators in Washington State for this report. In our mini 
transparency review, we evaluated company websites for the 
criteria shown in Table 5, which closely aligns with recom-
mendations in API RP 1162 for public awareness info to be 
included on company websites. Companies only received 
credit for criteria if finding the information was easy.
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Recommendations:
WUTC-13: The WUTC should continue to update its 
website as needed, focusing on increasing accessibility 
to pipeline safety information and making information 
easier to understand.

WUTC-14: The WUTC should publish maps showing 
areas that are identified as High Consequence Areas by 
PHMSA and operators.

OG-5: Pipeline operators in Washington State should 
review recommendations in API RP 1162 for what 
should be available on their website, and ensure that such 
information is easy to find.

Citizens Committee on Pipeline 
Safety (CCOPS)
After the 1999 Olympic Pipeline tragedy the Washing-
ton State Legislature created the Citizens Committee on 
Pipeline Safety (CCOPS).

“to advise the state agencies and other appropriate 
federal and local government agencies and officials on 
matters relating to hazardous liquid and gas pipeline 
safety, routing, construction, operation, and main-
tenance. The committee shall serve as an advisory 
committee for the commission on matters relating to the 
commission’s pipeline safety programs and activities.” 

Members of the committee are appointed by the gov-
ernor. The committee consists of nine voting members 
representing the public, including local government, 
and elected officials. Four non-voting members repre-
sent owners and operators of hazardous liquid and gas 
pipelines. The members serve three year staggered terms. 
The committee is staffed by the WUTC's Pipeline Safety 
Program, and currently meets four times a year.

CCOPS is one of only three such state advisory commit-
tees in the nation, and as such has some unique power 
granted to it by congress in the Pipeline Safety Improve-
ment Act of 2002. 

SEC. 24. STATE PIPELINE SAFETY ADVISORY 
COMMITTEES.

Within 90 days after receiving recommendations for 
improvements to pipeline safety from an advisory 
committee appointed by the Governor of any State, the 
Secretary of Transportation shall respond in writing 
to the committee setting forth what action, if any, the 
Secretary will take on those recommendations and the 
Secretary’s reasons for acting or not acting upon any of 
the recommendations.

During its initial years CCOPS had much to focus on 
with the WUTC taking on more pipeline oversight, local 
governments in Washington trying to learn from the 
Bellingham tragedy and better protect their citizens, and 
new rules being worked on at both the state and federal 
level. During those initial years the “public” members of 
committee were nearly all actively involved with these 
pipeline safety initiatives, including landowner right-of-
way issues, local government franchise agreements, in-
volvement with state and federal rulemakings, proposed 
new pipelines, and land use issues near pipelines.

As time has passed, and many of these critical initia-
tives have been accomplished or matured, the makeup 
of the majority of the “public” members has changed 
from those actively involved in pipeline safety issues to 
a majority who are interested, but not actively involved. 
As the committee transitioned to less frequent meetings, 
and membership became not as engaged in pipeline safe-
ty issues, the culture of the committee also transitioned 
from a proactive committee suggesting, investigating 
and recommending actions, to a reactive committee that 
desires education on the issues, and reviews information 
presented to them. This gradual transition from proac-
tive to reactive poses a dilemma for the committee to 
find a path where they can meet their legislative mandate 
“to advise the state agencies and other appropriate federal 
and local government agencies and officials on matters re-
lating to hazardous liquid and gas pipeline safety, routing, 
construction, operation, and maintenance.”

The committee is also challenged to recruit and 
keep informed and engaged members due to the low 
frequency nature of pipeline issues and incidents in 
Washington, and by turnovers within the public mem-
bership from normal levels of resignations, and the 
member distribution and term limits imposed by the 
Governor’s office. 

Even with these challenges, it would appear to us that 
CCOPS is well suited to provide insight and assistance 
on non-technical pipeline safety issues such as required 
public awareness adequacy, land use issues around 
pipelines, transparency of information from agencies 
and the industry, damage prevention, landowner and 
local government easement issues, emergency response 
preparedness, and providing an independent sounding 
board when pipeline issues arise in communities.

Recommendations:
CCOPS-1: CCOPS should strive to be more proactive, 
and review and provide comment on pipeline safety 
issues the committee has the ability to successfully 
weigh in on. 
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CCOPS-2: CCOPS should review the structural issues 
associated with the committee (meeting schedule, 
membership expertise and makeup, membership 
recruitment, term limits, etc.) and make necessary 
recommendations to address identified issues, partic-
ularly if the committee desires to take a more proac-
tive oversight role.

CCOPS-3: CCOPS should reach out more directly 
to the impacted and concerned public, especially 
around active pipeline issues, to give them a voice and 
to better understand their concerns.  (See examples 
of current pipeline issues in the state on this report's 
webpage). 

CCOPS-4: CCOPS webpage should include a way for 
citizens to contact CCOPS leadership directly.

CCOPS-5: CCOPS should review the WUTC’s 2004 
Public Awareness Strategy Report with a focus on how 
they may be able to help reinvigorate that report’s goal 
to “create and nurture a network of pipeline safety 
leaders.” 

CCOPS-6: CCOPS should identify and design a small 
group (less than 10) of pipeline safety indicators (two 
examples in Chart 21 and 22 below) that help them and 

the public understand how Washington State is doing 
in keeping pipelines safe. These indicators should be 
updated and discussed each year by the committee to 
help focus the committee’s efforts, and published on the 
CCOPS webpage. 

Spill and Emergency Response 
Planning

What is required by federal and  
state law?

Pipeline operators are required by federal law to pre-
pare two different kinds of plans to prepare for pipeline 
emergencies:  Emergency plans (for gas lines pursuant 
to 49 CFR 192.615 and for hazardous liquid lines under 
195.402 and 403) and, for hazardous liquid lines meet-
ing certain criteria, oil spill response plans under the 
Oil Pollution Act of 1990 (OPA) – the law passed after 
the Exxon Valdez tanker spill in Alaska. The federal reg-
ulations for oil spill response plans can be found at 49 
CFR Part 194.  OPA explicitly permits states to establish 
their own spill response requirements and does not 
preempt them.  Washington state prepares geographic 
response plans and requires operators to submit Facility 
Response Plans under state rules adopted to implement 
OPA. WAC Chapter 173-182. 

Emergency Response Planning 

Natural Gas
The regulations for gas emergency plans are not compli-
cated and are quite short.  Although each section has a few 
descriptive clarifiers, it boils down to this:

1)	 Each operator has to have a written plan on how it 
will respond to a list of various emergencies, includ-
ing personnel and equipment available, shutdown 
procedures, notification of fire, police and other 
public officials, service restoration, etc.

2)	 The plan has to be furnished to supervisors, employ-
ees must be trained to it, and following an emer-
gency, actions must be reviewed to determine if the 
plan was followed; and

3)	 Each operator “shall establish and maintain liaison 
with appropriate fire, police and other public officials” 
to coordinate responses and preparedness. 192.615(c).  

That last requirement, to maintain a liaison with local first 
responders, is one aspect of emergency planning efforts 
that came under serious scrutiny following the failure of 
a following the failure of a Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) 
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transmission line in San Bruno, California, when the San 
Bruno fire chief testified that he was completely unaware 
that there was a gas transmission line in that neighbor-
hood.  Following San Bruno, PHMSA issued an advisory 
bulletin to operators, ADB-10-08, reminding them of their 
regulatory obligations to make their pipeline emergency 
response plans available to local emergency response of-
ficials.  The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) 
went even further in its report:  one of the many new 
safety recommendations it made to PHMSA following San 
Bruno was to “[r]equire operators of natural gas trans-
mission and distribution pipelines and hazardous liquid 
pipelines to provide system-specific information about 
their pipeline systems to the emergency response agen-
cies of the communities and jurisdictions in which those 
pipelines are located. This information should include 
pipe diameter, operating pressure, product transported, 
and potential impact radius." (P-11-8) This recommen-
dation, if implemented, would provide local emergency 
management and first responders with the information 
they need to appropriately plan responses and preventative 
and mitigating measures for dealing with the presence of a 
transmission line through their jurisdictions.  PHMSA has 
not yet responded to this recommendation beyond issuing 
the Advisory Bulletin.

As part of this report we surveyed emergency respond-
ers about what information and assistance they have 
received from pipeline companies that operate in their 
jurisdictions. Table 6 shows the percentage of emergency 
responders (mainly emergency planners) who said they 
had received a variety of information and assistance.

Hazardous Liquid Emergency Response Planning
Each hazardous liquid pipeline operator must also 
develop an emergency response plan describing the 
operator’s procedures for responding to and containing 
releases. It must include procedures for prompt and ef-
fective response to emergencies; personnel, equipment, 
instruments, tools, and material needed; taking neces-

sary action, such as emergency shutdown or pressure 
reduction, to minimize the volume released; control 
of the released liquids; minimizing public exposure to 
spilled liquids; notifying emergency responders; and 
reviewing the efficacy of emergency procedures fol-
lowing any accident. Operators must review and, if 
needed, update the plan every calendar year. They must 
also create an emergency response training program. 
Neither PHMSA nor the WUTC reviews or approves 
these plans, but they do assess these procedures in in-
spections. If PHMSA determines that the plan must be 
amended to provide a reasonable level of safety, it can-
not do so without giving the operator notice and pro-
viding an opportunity for a hearing.   In 2010, PHMSA 
advised operators that they are required to share the 
emergency plans with local emergency responders, and 
would face fines if they do not.

PHMSA has sole authority to determine the emergency 
planning requirements for interstate pipelines; states may 
not alter these requirements or directly enforce them.  
However, states may impose more stringent require-
ments on intrastate pipelines if they have a certified 
program for the regulation of intrastate pipelines. Wash-
ington has adopted specific requirements that these plans 
must include procedures to respond to earthquakes and 
for assessing, monitoring and remediating areas subject 
to landslides. WAC 480-75-660(1).  The federal regula-
tions for hazardous liquid emergency plans and training 
are found at 49 CFR 195.402 and 403.  

Interaction of Federal Regulations and Department of 
Ecology’s Spill Planning Program  

Under both federal and state law, hazardous liquid pipe-
line operators must develop plans to respond to spills 
and must report spills when they occur. 

In the wake of the 1989 Exxon Valdez disaster, Con-
gress passed the Oil Pollution Act (OPA) in 1990. 
The OPA, an amendment to the Clean Water Act, 
establishes a tiered planning process to respond to 
oil spills that threaten navigable waters.  The broad-
est geographic tiers, the Area Contingency Plans, are 
developed by the EPA and the US Coast Guard, and 
identify the locations that are sensitive to oil pollu-
tion. PHMSA is responsible for reviewing the facil-
ity response plans of onshore transportation facili-
ties, including oil pipelines, to ensure that they are 
in compliance with the OPA and area plans. Under 
the regulations found in 49 CFR Part 194, PHMSA 
requires operators to determine the potential worst 
case discharge scenario by calculating maximum 
figures for response times, release times, and flow 

Table 6 - Which of the following have pipeline  
companies provided to you?

Opportunities for first responder training specific to 
pipeline incidents

50% Yes

Copies of their emergency response or spill response plans 45% Yes
Tabletop or field exercises for pipeline incidents 23% Yes
Emergency response equipment or funding for equipment. 5% Yes
Maps of pipelines 73% Yes
Emergency contact information 73% Yes
System specific information such as MSDS sheets, 
operating pressures, diameter of pipe, location of shutoff 
valves, etc.

23% Yes

Detailed information about their response capabilities 23% Yes

https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/regulations-fr/notices/2010-27774
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rates. The plans must also identify environmentally 
and economically sensitive areas, divide responsibili-
ties among federal, state, and local responders, and 
include procedures for spill detection and mitigation.  
PHMSA’s regulations allow operators to incorpo-
rate by reference appropriate procedures from their 
Pipeline Safety Act-mandated manuals for opera-
tions, maintenance, and emergencies into the OPA-
mandated facility response plans.   

States may impose additional requirements for facility 
response plans under the OPA as long as the require-
ments are at least as stringent as the federal standards, 
and PHMSA allows plans prepared for state compliance 
to be submitted to PHMSA for compliance with Part 194, 
so operators needn't prepare two separate plans.  Only a 
handful of states have adopted any spill response require-
ments, and fewer still – notably including Washington – 
have adopted regulations that exceed those of PHMSA.  

The Washington program, perhaps the strongest in the 
nation, and certainly the most transparent, is adminis-
tered by the Department of Ecology under rules found 
at WAC Chapter 173-182.  It mandates public participa-
tion (a 30-day notice and comment period for each new 
or revised plan) and detailed response plans including 
plans for heavy, non-floating oils. Spill response plans 
are made available through public records requests, and 
are available for review during public comment peri-
ods, allowing the public to determine whether sensi-
tive environmental areas and high populations areas 
have been properly identified and whether sufficient 
response resources have been placed along the pipelines 
allowing for quicker responses. It also requires regular 
drills of spill response plans, both tabletop and in the 
field, including some unannounced drills, a practice 
that most closely duplicates an actual emergency.  Re-
cent improvements to the program include the addi-
tion of a Community Air Monitoring program in Area 
Contingency plans, ensuring that public health effects 
of spills from volatile compounds released from pipe-
lines will be monitored, allowing emergency responders 
to make better-informed decisions. 

Recommendations:
WUTC-15: The WUTC should ensure that the pipeline 
safety program coordinates with the Department of 
Ecology in reviewing emergency plans, integrity man-
agement plans, designation and updates of high conse-
quence areas, and consideration of necessary preventive 
and mitigative measures for hazardous liquid pipelines, 
so that inspectors can determine whether operators 
properly identify and update pipeline segments that 
“could affect” a high consequence area that includes 
navigable waters and choose appropriate preventive and 
mitigative measures to in their integrity management 
plans protect those areas. 

U
SEPA

Cleanup of Crude Oil Pipeline Spill, Kalamazoo River, Michigan
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