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PIPA report May Mean Better Practices Near
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he term “hazardous materials” for purposes of this article,
primarily includes petroleum and natural gas distribution pipelines. These pipelines transport about 66 percent of the ton-miles of oil and refined petroleum and nearly
100 percent of the natural gas consumed in the United States.
In addition to these distribution statistics, energy demands for
the combination of these two fuels have increased by about 70
percent over the past 20 years. Although the relative demands
may shift between petroleum and natural gas in future years, 50
percent of housing now relies on natural gas for heating energy.
Clearly, the housing industry has a heavily vested interest in the
increased demand on aging infrastructure and the need for safety.
One of the most significant recommendations of the TRB
report called for the Office of Pipeline Safety (OPS) and the pipeline industry to develop risk-informed land use guidance and
best practices by stakeholders. The U.S. Department of Transportation Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) formed the Pipelines and Informal Planning Alliance (PIPA) to perform that task. The historic PIPA effort was a
130-member coalition made up of representatives from the pipeline safety agencies, local city and county governments, the public, developers, fire marshals, pipeline operators, and state and
federal regulators. NAHB was the only organization representing
the building industry. NAHB was asked to participate in this
effort as a highly regarded resource and stakeholder. The association was represented by its staff and by me—we
served on the Steering Committee and all three
Task Groups—Protecting Pipelines, Protecting
Communities and Communications.
There was, admittedly, a mission in NAHB’s
involvement in this important activity. It was
to keep the dreaded and often arbitrary words
“setback” and “mandatory” out of the vocabulary and to help develop a risk-informed basis
for land-use decisions. Also a high priority were
the issues of property rights, takings and potential loss of land or housing value.
On December 16, 2010, PHMSA released PIPA’s Report,
“Partnering to Further Enhance Pipeline Safety In Communities
Through Risk-Informed Land Use Planning.” The report offers
nearly 50 recommended practices for use by local communities,
developers and pipeline operators to use to reduce safety risks
that result from growth of communities near pipelines. The recommendations offer options on how land-use planning and development decisions can protect existing pipeline infrastructure
as well as the growing communities themselves. The report also
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provides recommendations on how communities can gather
information about local transmission pipelines; how local planners, developers and pipeline operators should communicate
during the various phases of new development to understand
pipeline risks; and how to minimize pipeline excavation damages during site preparation and construction.
In my opinion, the result was “mission accomplished” for our
objectives on behalf of the building industry. However, through
our involvement in both the TRB and the PIPA efforts, we also
learned there is a very clear need to educate all stakeholders,
including NAHB members and developers, on the risks, and
land use practices that can minimize those risks.

the situation

P

HMSA regulates approximately 2.3 million miles of pipeline infrastructure, and the age of these facilities often
goes back decades. Population growth and development
have posed increasing challenges with these facilities in several
ways. First, the demand for more energy creates the need for
either increased use of existing facilities or expansion into developed areas. Second, new development often occurs close to
existing natural gas or petroleum transmission pipelines.
Over the past few decades, much of the population growth
has been in areas of the country with significant amounts of
hazardous materials pipelines. About 10 years ago, OPS implemented an Integrity Management Program, a regulatory
approach that requires pipeline operators to
comprehensively assess, identify and address
the safety of pipeline segments located in areas
where the consequences of a pipeline failure
could be significant. This program has proven
to be very valuable; however, it did not incorporate land-use measures.
During the TRB effort, the committee observed land development and building activities that ranged from those with much respect
for the pipeline, for easements, and for levels
of risk, to truly frightening scenarios. In one
location, we saw homes located quite near a high volume/high
flow petroleum pipeline that ruptured during construction of
the homes. Six unfinished homes were doused with over 20,000
gallons of gasoline, which by some miracle did not ignite and
caused no injuries. However, a tragically ironic incident occurred just as the PIPA Report and Recommendations were
being reviewed—the San Bruno, California pipeline explosion
that killed eight people and sickened or injured many others
occurred, further emphasizing the need for the effort.
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Obtaining accurate location of pipelines and easements
also can be challenging. While good resources exist, such as the
National Pipeline Mapping System (NPMS) through PHMSA,
sources are only as good as the original location data. Many
old easements, particularly in open space areas, were defined
by physical features, such as oak trees or streams that might not
even exist anymore. Others are poorly marked, and some owners
have even granted rights to operators to locate facilities anywhere on their properties. On some sites, there may be multiple
pipelines owned by a variety of companies, unclear land title
records, and inadequate or dated information on the owners.
A developer who chooses a site that has a natural gas or
hazardous materials pipeline on or close to it likely will have
many challenges starting with knowing the pipeline exists in
the first place, then ascertaining where those lines are located
and to whom they belong. And the developers are dealing with
these issues at the same time they are undertaking the usual
challenges such as layout/land planning, yield, land-use cost
and marketing.

Gas pipeline awaiting installation
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Safety

a repair project at a pacific Gas and electric facility went awry just
before the san Bruno pipeline explosion in california last september.
Both lives and homes were lost as a result.

PiPa effort and recommendations

t

he goal of the PIPA initiative was to find ways to reduce
risks and improve the safety of affected communities
and transmission pipelines by improving the way communities plan land use and new development near transmission
pipelines. To achieve this goal, a coalition and consensus-based
effort between PHMSA and the many PIPA stakeholders resulted in the adoption and implementation of PIPA-developed
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