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GAO United States 
General Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20548 

Resources, Community, and 
Economic Development Division 

s-214352 

September 30, 1986 

The Honorable Bruce F. Vent0 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Vento: 

In your August 5, 1986, letter and during discussions 
with your office, you asked us to obtain information 
about the Department of Transportation's pipeline 
safety responsibilities. Specifically, you asked us to 

--provide information on what actions the 
Department's Research and Special Programs 
Administration (RSPA) has taken in response to 
our prior pipeline' safety report (Need to 
Assess Federal Role in Regulating and Enforcing 
Pipeline Safety, GAO/RCRD-84-102, July 10, 
19841, 

--discuss problems with RSPA's pipeline safety 
data systems which we previously identified, and 

--summarize the results of the RSPA's inspection 
of Williams Pipeline Company (Williams) since 
1980, 

DEPARTMENT ACTIONS IN RESPONSE TO OUR REPORT 

In our 1984 report we recommended that the Department 
(1) develop and present alternatives to redefine the 
federal role and responsibilities for assuring the 
safety of intrastate pipelines, (2) enhance the 
inspection coverage of pipeline operators under federal 
jurisdiction, (3) improve state agency inspection 
activity reporting and RSPA monitoring of state agency 
programs, and (4) gather and analyze data necessary to 
determine if additional regulations are warranted and, 
if so, take appropriate action. 

The Department told us it has addressed all but one of 
the recommendations in our July 1984 report. (See 
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Section 1 for a complete discussion of our 
recommendations and the Department's actions.) The 
only recommendation that remains under review within 
the Department relates to redefining the federal role 
and responsibilities for assuring the safety of 
intrastate pipelines. In 1984, we concluded that the 
Department did not have adequate inspection coveraqe of 
the interstate and intrastate pipeline operators for 
which it was responsible. A major reason was that the 
Department did not have the resources needed to inspect 
these systems. In addition, since state participation 
in the program is voluntary, the Department cannot 
require the states to maintain an adequate level of 
inspection activity, assume responsibility for 
additional intrastate pipelines, or correct 
deficiencies in their programs. 

Since we issued our report, the number of the 
Department's pipeline inspectors has remained about the 
same-- 17 inspectors in 1983 and 18 inspectors as of 
August 1986. 

RSPA'S IMPROVEMENTS TO ITS DATA SYSTEM 

As part of its pipeline safety responsibilities the 
Department collects data from pipeline operators that 
are subject to federal regulations. The purpose of the 
data system is to provide factual information that will 
give the Department a statistical base with which to 
define safety problems, determine their underlying 
causes, and propose regulatory solutions. 

In our April 16, 1985, testimony, we pointed out 
problems in the data system.1 (See Section 2 for a 
complete discussion of our findings.) Specifically, we 
found that numerous source documents, which are 
prepared by the pipeline operators, contained obviously 
inaccurate data that were not corrected before being 
entered into the system. 

lTestimonv was before the Subcommittee on Fossil and 
Synthetic Fuels, Committee on Energy and Commerce, 
House of Representatives on GAO's views 'of selected 
aspects of the Department of Transportation's pipeline 
safety proqram. 
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Also, data have not been entered into the system in a 
timely manner. As of February 1985, none of the gas 
annual reports for 1983 (due March 1984) or gas 
incident reports from June 1984 to February 1985 had 
been entered. 

Accordinq to an RSPA official responsible for pipeline 
data systems, RSPA has taken steps to address the 
problems we identified in our testimony. For example, 
RSPA has initiated controls over the entry of data to 
improve its accuracy, and through use of a 
microcomputer, is entering data into the system as it 
is received. 

INSPECTIONS OF WILLIAMS 

RSPA inspects pipeline operators under its 
jurisdiction to determine compliance with Federal 
Pipeline Safety Regulations. Depending on the 
inspection results, RSPA can II) conclude that no 
enforcement action is warranted, (2) issue a warning 
letter that identifies noncompliance with the 
regulations (usually involving minor violations), or 
(3) if the violations are serious, issue orders to the 
operator to correct the problems, which could include 
stopping operations and/or assessing a fine. 

Between April 1980 and August 1986, RSPA conducted 20 
inspections of Wil.l.iams. For 6 of the 20 inspections, 
RSPA required no enforcement action. For 12 of the 
inspections, RSPA issued notices of probable 
violations. In 4 of these 12 cases, RSPA issued 
warning letters to correct identified problems; 
Williams has corrected the problems and those cases are 
closed. Final orders were issued in 4 of the 12 cases 
and Williams corrected the violations and paid a Sl,OOO 
fine on one of them. Williams provided additonal data 
for one of the 12, and RSPA determined that the 
violation had not occurred and withdrew its proposed 
order. The 3 remaining of the 12 cases have not been 
resolved.2 For 2 of the 20 inspections, RSPA has not 
determined what action, if any, is warranted. (See 
Section 3 for a detailed discussion of the 20 
inspections.) 

2This includes the July 8, 1986, oipeline accident. 

3 



B-214352 

We obtained information for this fact sheet from 
discussions with RSPA officials and its inspection 
files on Williams Pipeline Company. We discussed the 
information in this fact sheet with RSPA officials and 
incorporated their comments where appropriate. 

As arranged with your office, unless you publicly 
announce its contents earlier, we plan no further 
distribution of this fact sheet until 30 days from its 
publication date. At that time, we will provide copies 
to the Department and make copies available to others 
upon request. If you have any further questions on 
these matters, please contact me on 275-7783. 

Sincerely yours, 

Herbert R. McLure 
Associate Director 
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SECTION f 

STATUS OF RECOMMENDATIONS, AND AGENCY COMMENTS AND 
ACTIONS TAKEN FROM OUR PRIOR REPORT 

In August 1986, the Department provided us the following 
information on the status of the actions it has taken in 
response to our recommendations. 

RECOMMENDATION 

We recommended that the Secretary of Transportation direct 
the Administrator, RSPA, to develop and present to the 
congressional oversiqht and appropriations committees, 
alternatives to redefine the federal role and responsibilities 
for assuring the safety of intrastate pipelines, including the 
hazardous liquids pipelines. These alternatives were to propose 
different combinations of responsibili%ies for intrastate 
operators not currently under a state's jurisdiction as well as 
defining the federal responsibility for assessing state agency 
programs. We recommended that each alternative proposed should 
include (1) the role and responsibility of both the Department 
and the state agencies,, (2) a discussion of the safety risks 
associated with the alternatives, and (3) the identification of 
any legislative changes associated with each alternative. We 
also recommended that each of the alternatives presented should 
include (1) estimates of the staffing and funding levels RSPA 
and the states would need to carry out those functions which 
would be their responsibility and (2) analysis of the impact 
each alternative would have on inspection activitv. 

Agencv comments and actions taken 

The Department agreed with this recommendation: it has in 
process a study of the federal and state pipeline safety roles. 
A Department official responsible for the study told us the 
study will 

--discuss financial alternatives to maintain or obtain 
state participati-on in the program; 

--analyze the impact of each alternative on inspection 
activity and provide information on general staf.fing and 
funding needs, including possible ways of f\lnding each 
alternative (e.g., user fees); and 

--identify any needed legislation chanqes. 

Because the study has not been completed, we are not able 
to provide specific comments at this time. However, we believe 
that the study, if carried out as described by Department 
officials, has the potential to identify program alternatives. 
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RECOMMENDATION 

Acknowledging the Department's limited pipeline inspection 
resources, we believed inspection coverage of the pipeline 
operators under federal -jurisdiction could be enhanced. Thus, 
we recommended that the Secretary of Transportation direct the 
Administrator, RSPA, to take the following measures: 

--Evaluate and, if the benefits of having pipeline 
operators establish a quality assurance program outweigh 
the cost, implement A mandatory q,uality assurance program 
for interstate pipeline operators. 

--Complete and update its inspection workload inventory bv 
dividing all interstate gas and liquid operators into 
common inspection units, and include the master meter and 
li.quefied petroleum gas operators that are under its 
jurisdiction. 

--Require its regions to expand and refine the inspection 
workload and activity data inventory they maintain, and 
report to headquarters for each category of operator the 
number of inspection units subject to inspection and the 
number of units that have been inspected one or more 
times during the year, and a breakout of the number of 
inspections performed bv type of inspection. 

Agency comments and actions taken 

RSPA told us they conducted a study which showed that the 
use of a mandatorv qualitv assurance program for interstate 
pipeline operators would not be cost-beneficial and therefore 
decided not to establish one. The Department indicated its 
regional offices have divided operators' systems into inspection 
units, and the Department has also asked states to divi.de their 
operators' systems into units. They also told us that master 
meter and liquefied petroleum gas operators will be included in 
the Department's overall review OF the program. The Department 
informed us that the monthly report from the regions to 
headquarters was revised in Januarv 1986 to include inspection 
data. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Our report recommended that the Secretary of Transportation 
direct the Administrator, RSPA, to improve state agency 
inspection activity reporting and its monitoring of state agency 
pipeline safety programs by 

--using more performance-oriented measures to evaluate 
state agency actions in enforcing federal pipeline safety 
standards, which would include revising the monitoring 
form to eliminate irrelevant questions, redesigning other 
questions to provide more meaningful data, and developing 



additional questions to evaluate state proqram 
performance: 

--providing the regional offices with additional guidance 
to assure consistent interpretations of the questions on 
the monitoring form; 

--updating criteria used to determine the minimum 1eveJ of 
state inspection activity or establishing new criteria 
for this purpose; 

--clarifying instructions provided for data collection and 
reporting by state agencies, particularly for data on 
inspection days, operators inspected, noncompliances, and 
enforcement actions; and 

--having the regional offices (1) review and advise 
headquarters as to the probabJe accuracy of the proqram 
activity data at the time the state agencies submit such 
da%a and (2) devote more time to verifying the accuracy 
of these data during their annual monitoring visits. 

Our report also recommended that the Secretary of 
Transportation direct the Administrator, RSPA, to better define 
state inspector qualifications and training requirements and 
assist the states in obtaining the needed inspector training by 

-- identifving what knowledge and skj.3.J.s are necessary to 
conduct effecti.ve inspections of operators; 

--determining what training the states' inspection 
workforce needs to conduct effective i.nspect.ions; and 

--worki.ng with the states to determine the most efficient 
and effective way for all state inspectors to obtain the 
identified training needs within a reasonable time 
period. 

Agency comments and actions taken 

The Department stated that RSPA (1) has redesigned the 
state monitoring form being used to monitor state programs 
beqinning with calendar year 1984; (2) has provided regional 
offices with guidance to assure consistent evaluations of 
program adequacy during monitoring: (3) reviewed and updated 
criteria for the mi.nimum level of state inspection activity; (4) 
issued new instructions to states for data collection relati.ng 
to inspection days, operators inspected, noncompliances, and 
enforcement actions: and (5) is having the regional offices 
verify the accuracy of state program activj.ty data during their 
state monitoring visits. 

The Department stated that it is describing the 
qualifications that a state inspector should possess to each 
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state aqency during annual monitoring visits and during annual 
meetings with state'aaency staff. 

The Department stated that RSPA generally requires state 
pipeline safety inspectors to attend pipeline safety traininq 
within 3 years from when they start their employment as 
inspectors. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Our report recommended that the Secretary instruct the 
Administrator, RSPA, to 

--gather and analyze the data necessary to determine 
whether there are sufficient hazards, which could lead to 
personal injury or environmental damage, to warrant 
regulation of rural gas gathering lines, gas service 
lines, hazardous Jiquids storage facilities, and 
substances transported in liquefied form that are not 
presently regulated and 

--take appropriate actions to amend the regulations and, in 
the case of rural. gas qathering lines and/or gas service 
lines, propose the legislation needed to provide coverage 
of those additional pipeline facilities that warrant 
coverage. 

Agency comments and actions taken 

The Department published a studv of requlated and 
nonregulated storage facility accident data and concluded that 
changes to its regulations would not be cost-beneficial. In 
addition, in its opinion, unregulated gas service lines do not 
warrant inclusion under its present regulations. Further, the 
Department will not be proposing amendments to the Natural Gas 
Pipeline Safety Act to include rura? gas gatherinq lines because 
it does not believe that these lines represent a safety hazard 
to the public. However, the Department will fund studies to 
establish whether (1) highly volatile liquid pipelines present a 
higher safety risk warranting additional regulations and (2) 
there are other hazardous liquids which should be included under 
the regulations. 



SECTION 2 

THE KCURACY AND TIMELINESS OF 
!CHE PIPELINE SAFETY DATA SYSTEM 

As part of its pipeline safety responsibilities the 
Department collects data from those pipeline operators that are 
subject to federal regulations. The purpose of the data system is 
to provide factual information that will give the Department a 
statistical base with which to define safety problems, determine 
their underlying causes, and propose requlatory solutions. The 
major users of the system are Bureau headquarters and regional 
staff and state inspectors. The following information was 
included in our April 1985 testimony relating to pipleline safety 
data. 

ACCURACY OF DATA 

We found that pipeline operators prepared numerous source 
documents with obviously inaccurate data. These were not 
corrected before being entered into the system. For exampl.e, our 
review of 3,260 reports submitted by pipeline operators showed 
that 392 (12 percent) contained obvious addition errors for the 
total number of miles of pipelines the operators were reporting, 
and that none were corrected before entry into the svstem. 

In reviewing portions of the reported data, we identified 
instances of duplicate data in the system. For exampl.e, our 
analysis of 844 operator reports identified 10 that had been 
entered into the data system more than once. Because of missing 
data, we could not determine the full extent of such duplication. 

Bureau officials responsible for the data system agreed that 
the system contained errors and duplications. We were unable to 
determine, however, what effect, if any, inaccurate data has on 
the pipeline safety program. Bureau officials believed that a new 
data reporting form that operators had been using since June 1984 
could potentially improve accuracy. However, the change in the 
reporting forms did not preclude the problems of duplicate 
reports. We concluded that to correct this problem, controls were 
needed at the time of data entry. 

TIMELINESS OF DATA 

Data have not been entered into the system as soon as they 
should have been. The Department's standards provide that data 
should be entered into the system within 2 weeks after they are 
received from the pipeline operators. 

We found, however, that as of February 1985, none of the gas 
annual reports for 1983 (due March 1984) or gas incident reports 
from June 1984 to February 1985 had been entered into the system. 
We could not determine all the reasons why not, but accordinq to a 
Department official responsible for the system, part of the 
problem may have been caused by chanqos in the reportinq 
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requirements. These changes required a new series of computer 
programs to edit, store, and retrieve data before it could be 
entered. Although the Department had a contractor responsible for 
making system changes, as of February 1985 they had not been 
made. Therefore the data had not been entered into the system. 

DATA INTEGRATION 

The pipeline data system also lacks ability to integrate data 
from several sources. The overall data system consisted of six 
separate systems that used data from different sources. If the 
systems were integrated, the data would be more useful to the 
system users. 

In a 1978 report (Pipeline Safety--Need for a Stronger 
Federal Effort, CED-78-99, Apr. 26, 1978), we recommended that 
operator inspection and compliance data be combined with data from 
the operators' annual reports and incident reports in order to 
provide a rational basis for conducting inspections and assessing 
penalties. As of February 1985, however, the RSPA had not carried 
out this recommendation because it did not believe siqnificant 
benefits could be achieved. 

We discussed with pipeline offici.als in four states, however, 
the advantages in combining data from the various system 
components. Thev said that they would like to have annual and 
incident pipeline safety data integrated as well as enforcement 
data. Inteqrating data, they said, would enable them to compare 
enforcement actions in other states. 

In order to determine the feasibility of integrating the 
systems and the costs associated with it, we combined the gas 
incident systems with two other gas data systems. Puttinq these 
four computer files toqether for 1983 data was fairly 
straightforward and inexpensive-- about $60 in computer costs. We 
provided the results of this effort to the Bureau for its 
consideration. 

AGENCY ACTION 

To improve the accuracy of its data, RSPA has begun verifying 
computations and elimi.nating duplicate reports. Also, RSPA is 
sending pipeline reports to its regional and state agency 
officials to verify their accuracy. Further, an RSPA official 
told us that by using a microcomputer to enter the data, RSPA has 
begun to speed up data entry. For example, the operators' 1985 
annual reports, due to RSPA by March 1986, were being entered into 
a microcomputer beginning in January 1986 as they were received. 
The report data was then placed in a temporary file on the main 
computer for validation and in July 1986 the temporary file 
records were transferred into the permanent computer file. 
However, RSPA told us that some pipeline operator reports are 
still late, which in turn makes RSPA reports late. 

11 
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The same RSPA offici.al told us that the data integration 
problem was more complex. RSPA has developed a plan to improve 
data integration from different systems. A major objective of the 
plan is to enhance the enforcement activities of the federal. and 
state inspectors. 



SECTION 3 

INSPECTION RESULTS OF THE 
WILLIAMS PIPELINE COMPANY SINCE 1980 

Type of City and 

Date of Inspection I nspect ion State 

NO ENFORCEMENT 

ACT I ON 

June 11-12, 1980 

Sept. 4-5, 1980 

Sept. 27, 1980 

Dec. 6-7, 1982 

Aug. 20-22, 1984 

July 11, 1985 

WARN I NG LETTERS 

May 20, 1980 

Apr. 16-17, 1980 

Nov. 7-8, 1982 

ion 

Routine 

Inspect 

Tulsa, Okla. 

Routine 

I nspect 

Eau Claire, Wis. No violations found. 

on 

Witness 

Test 

a Osceol a, la. 

Routine Jasper, MO. 

Inspection 

Witness a 

Test 

Accident 

Investigation 

Routine 

Inspect ion 

Accident 

lnvestigat ion 

Routine 
Inspection 

Findina and Status 

No violations found. 

No violations found. 

No viotations found. 

Minneapolis, Minn. No violations found. 

Kansas City, Kan. No violations found. 

Kansas City, Kan. Pipeline route 

to Wyandott with warning s 

County, Kan. issued June 26 

closed. 

Roseville, Minn. Used pump placed 

without pre-test 

in service 

ing. Letter 

issued December 21, 1981. 

Case closed. 

was not marked 

gns. Letter 

1980. Case 

Various 
Locat ions 

Protective covering needed 

for pipe exposed to 

atmosphere. Letter issued 

January 28, 1983. Case 

closed. 
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Type of City and 

Date of I nspect i on Inspection State 

Feb. 15, 1983 Accident Owatona, Minn. 

Investigation 

Finding and Status 

Lack of operating procedures 
concerning pressure. Dur i ng 

resolution, two fol low-up 
inspections were made on April 

25-28, 1983, and December 

12-I 3, 1983. Letter issued 

on March 8, 1984. Case 

closed. 

PROBABLE V I OLAT IONS OR PROPOSED ORDERS 

May 4-5, 1981 Rout i ne 

Inspection 

Roseville, Minn. lnstal lation of terminal 

manifold without 100 percent 

testing. Compliance order 

issued September 21, 1981. 

Test performed. Case closed. 

Oct. 31, 1981 Accident Super ior, Wis. Operator failed to report a 

Investigation rupture that resulted in a 

spil I of 2,249 barrels 

(92,000 gal Ions) of gas01 ine. 

On March 16, 1982 a civil 

penalty of $1,000 was 

assessed. Fine collected 

March 24, 1982. Case closed. 

Jan. 13-15, 1982 Accident Maplewood, Minn. Proposed hazard order issued 

Investigation March 24, 1982. During 

resolution, seven follow-up 
inpsections were made on 

January 19-22, 1982, February 

18-19, 1982, March 8-11, 1982, 

March 29, 1982, May 17-21, 

1982, June 10-11, 1982, and 

October 17-l 8, 1984. Operator 

and RSPA agreed that the 

operator would recondition the 

pipe1 ine. Order issued 

July 6, 1982. Order amended 

September 23, 1982. Case 

closed. 
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Date of 1 nspect ion 

Mar. 17, 1983 

Nov. 30, 1984 

Feb. 2, 1985 

July 8, 1986 

July 17, 1986 

Type of City and 

Inspection State 

Accident 

investigation 

Accident 
Investigation 

Accident 

Investigation 

Accident 

Investigation 

UNRESOLVED INSPECTIONS 

Act i dent 

Investigation 

Jan. 22, 1986 Accident 

Investigation 

May 19-20, 1986 Routine 

Inspection 

Indianota, la. 

Shawnee Mission, 

Kan. 

Shawnee Mission, 

Kan. 

Mounds View, Minn. 

Afton, Minn. 

Kansas City, Kan. 

Sioux F-al Is, S.D. 

(340581 ) 

15 

Finding and Status 

Operator was unintentionally 

operating above maximum 

pressure. During resolution, 

a follow-up inspection was 

made on June 6-7, 1983. 

Compliance order issued 

April 16, 1984. Order 

amended February 10, 1986. 

Case closed. 

Probable violation of over- 

pressure. Hearing held 

December 10, 1985. Operator 

presented new data. Case 

withdrawn July 28, 1986. Case ’ 

closed. 

Failure of pipe seam. Notice 

of probable hazardous 
condition issued October 18, 

1985. Hear i ng he I d December 

10, 1985. Action pending. 

Hazardous faci I ity order 

issued July 11, 1986. 

Operator to develop 

operational reliability 
analysis. Action in progress* 

Failure of pipe seam. Not ice 

of probable hazardous 
condition issued August 12, 

1986. Action pending. 

The inspection results have 
not been resolved. 

The inspection results have 

not been resolved. 
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