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The Need for Better Planning 
Near Pipelines

This briefing paper acts as an introduction to several other reports and resources about 

planning near pipelines. If you want to know more, please follow the links and read the information to 
acquire a more complete understanding of the issues surrounding land use planning near pipelines. The 
Trust’s Local Government Guide to Pipelines also includes more information about this important issue.

Aerial views of an area of a Washington county. Orange dashed line indicates a gas transmission pipeline location.

The majority of the large transmission pipelines in this coun-
try were put in the ground decades ago in what at the time 
were predominantly rural areas. As our communities have 
grown, more and more neighborhoods and businesses have 
been built near these once rural pipelines. Development 
near these large pipelines increases the risk to the people 
living near them in the rare event of a pipeline failure. It also 
increases the risk that the pipelines could be damaged, put-
ting people in harm’s way.

History of Various Planning  
Near Pipelines Efforts

To better understand issues related to land use planning, 
PHMSA, in conjunction with the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission (FERC), sponsored a comprehensive study of 
land use practices, zoning ordinances, and preservation of 
environmental resources on transmission pipeline rights-of-
way (ROW). In an October 2004 report, the Transportation 
Research Board (TRB) recommended that PHMSA “develop 
risk-informed land use guidance for application by stake-
holders.”
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https://pstrust.org/about-pipelines/local-governments/
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/sr/sr281.pdf
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In response, PHMSA initiated and supported a collabora-
tive effort – The Pipelines and Informed Planning Alliance 
– made up of land use planning and pipeline safety stake-
holders to implement the recommendations from the TRB 
study.

The Pipelines and Informed Planning Alliance (PIPA) 
participants represented a wide spectrum of stakeholders: 
property developers; the real estate industry; local, state, 
and federal government; fire marshals; the public; and the 
transmission pipeline industry. Over 150 PIPA participants 
worked in three separate Task Teams to consider and devel-
op recommended practices related to protecting communi-
ties, protecting transmission pipelines, and ensuring better 
communication among stakeholders. The PIPA initiative 
began in January 2008 and has resulted in several recom-
mended practices related to risk-informed land use plan-
ning and development adjacent to transmission pipelines.

The final PIPA report including the recommended practices 
can be downloaded by clicking here. Here is the associated 
report from PHMSA that helps communities understand risk 
- Building Safe Communities: Pipeline Risk and its Appli-
cation to Local Development Decisions.

Local Government Efforts

A handful of local governments around the country have used 
land use planning and their zoning and permitting authority 
to try to increase the safety for people living near pipelines. 

The Municipal Research Service Center, a nonprofit that 
serves cities and counties in Washington State, has a 
valuable website collecting a variety of information about 
planning near pipelines. The MRSC website captures many 
of the examples of local land use ordinances showing the 
variety of ways municipalities have chosen to try to improve 
safety around existing pipelines including mandatory con-
sultation between a developer and a pipeline operator, and 
in some cases imposing setbacks from existing lines for new 
construction. The Trust also maintains a website on planning 
near pipelines here. 

Some of you are familiar with a concept used when talking 
about natural gas pipelines – the potential impact radius, or 

“PIR.” This is the area within which people and buildings will 
be destroyed by a natural gas pipeline rupture that ignites 
and explodes. Some local governments use a variation of 
the PIR in their planning ordinances relating to pipelines. 
This concept of a PIR comes from a study, A Model For 
Sizing High Consequence Areas Associated With Natural 
Gas Pipelines, now relied on by PHMSA in defining PIR in 
its regulations for use in defining high consequence areas 
for natural gas transmission lines. Unfortunately, the PIR 
does not take into account the length of time before a line’s 
valves can be closed and the remaining gas in the pipe is 
released. During that time, the pipeline will continue to act 
like a giant blowtorch, fueling whatever structural fires are 
nearby. The resulting fires can encompass an area much 
larger than the original PIR. There is also concern that the 
PIR calculation is not accurate and underestimates the size 
of affected area for very large diameter pipes operating at 
high pressure. NTSB has made an official recommendation 
to PHMSA to update its regulations on PIR determination to 
include a larger area, reflecting a more accurate estimation.

The former PHMSA program manager in charge of the PIPA 
implementation team spoke at the Trust’s mini-conference 
in Salt Lake City further describing the PIPA report and 
implementation efforts. You can see a video of her presen-
tation here. Other related presentations and all slides of the 
“Planning near Pipelines” session are available here (scroll 
near the bottom of the link). 

The Trust’s annual conference in New Orleans has also 
featured sessions on planning near pipelines or closely 
associated issues. See the following for links to presentation 
slides (videos of the same sessions may also be available by 
choosing the video link at the top of the webpage):

2014 conference, breakout Session on “New local  
government efforts on pipeline safety”

2023 conference, breakout Session on "Siting vs Safety: A False 
Dichotomy"
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http://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/publications/pipa/pipa-report-final-20101117.pdf
https://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/publications/PIPA/PIPA-PipelineRiskReport-Final-20101021.pdf
https://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/publications/PIPA/PIPA-PipelineRiskReport-Final-20101021.pdf
https://mrsc.org/explore-topics/public-safety/special-topics/pipeline-safety
http://pstrust.org/trust-initiatives-programs/planning-near-pipelines
http://pstrust.org/docs/C-FERstudy.pdf
http://pstrust.org/docs/C-FERstudy.pdf
http://pstrust.org/docs/C-FERstudy.pdf
https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/PIR22002.pdf
https://pstrust.org/salt-lake-valley-planning-near-pipelines-does-local-government-use-their-permitting-zoning-and-planning-authority-to-increase-pipeline-safety-halliday/
http://pstrust.org/trust-initiatives-programs/work-in-other-communities/saltlakecity/
http://pstrust.org/trust-initiatives-programs/pipeline-safety-trust-annual-conferences/2014-pipeline-safety-trust-conference/2014-conference-agenda/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lrCuYJaAR54
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Progress Updates

Unfortunately, since the publishing of the PIPA report in 
2010, there has not been much progress on ensuring that 
local governments have access to the tools they need to 
address pipeline safety within their jurisdictional limits. As 
planning departments often are stretched thin, few local 
governments have the staff time available to take on a new 
project that no one is requiring and no one is paying for. Just 
drafting and posting the report on a website is not enough. 
This information needs to continue to get into the hands 
of local governments, with technical assistance available 
to help them implement the recommendations that make 
sense in their areas. Industry and PHMSA thought PIPA was 
important enough to participate in while the report was 
being negotiated, and need to continue by paying for and 
participating in its implementation. 

The two main things that need to happen next are: 

1  There needs to be a more extensive effort on the part of 
industry and PHMSA to ensure that local planning gov-
ernments are getting the information they need to make 
informed decisions. Technical Assistance Grants (TAGs) are 
available through PHMSA and have been used to help local 
governments implement PIPA requirements. These TAGs 
should be promoted and more widely used for this purpose. 

2  The first effort from PIPA focused on new development 
near existing pipelines. We now need to turn this equation 
around and help provide recommendations for new pipe-
lines near existing development. While this was discussed 
during the first round of PIPA, the development of such 
ideas was put off because of concerns raised by FERC and 
the pipeline industry. 

It is also important to note that operators of gas pipelines 
often attempt to avoid compliance with federal pipeline 
safety regulations when density increases around existing 
pipelines. These density increases can cause an increase in 
the class location of a specific segment of the line. A class 
location refers to the density of occupied structures within a 
certain proximity to a pipeline segment and determines the 
maximum pressure and valve spacing requirements. Fewer 
structures will equal a lower class location whereas densely 
populated areas will result in the pipeline segment being a 
higher class location. Class locations range from a rating of 
1-4. When development increases near an existing pipeline 
causing a big enough change in class location, the oper-
ator is federally required to recognize that there are more 
people near their line, and therefore must adjust operation 

These two pictures show pipe-
lines through residential areas 
and passing schools. Can you 
tell which picture represents 
new development near an 
existing pipeline (covered 
by PIPA), and which is a new 
pipeline placed near existing 
development (off limits for 
PIPA)?

It doesn’t make sense to talk 
about trying to avoid risks 
with better planning of new 
development near pipelines 
and not talk about avoiding 
risk by better planning of new 
pipelines near houses. 
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News Articles About Housing/Pipeline Conflicts:

• Calif. pipeline explosion raises concerns in Pasco 

School Closures: 
Two elementary schools, one in California and one in Texas, are closed by local school boards because of proximity to pipelines:

• Quick closure of North Sacramento school debated – This California elementary school was quickly closed after the 
school district received a risk analysis about nearby pipelines. The risk assessment can be downloaded here. 

• School Board votes to close Pumphrey Elementary School. This link will download a document that includes all the 
stories regarding this closure of an elementary school in Texas near Houston. The risk analysis that was used to make this 
decision can be downloaded here.

pstrust.org

Scan to 
access the 
digital version 
including links

or replace the pipe to ensure a higher level of safety. In many 
cases, operators would rather avoid making these improve-
ments and will instead submit a Special Permit Request to 
PHMSA asking them to waive compliance to these increased 
safety requirements. 

While it is a requirement for Special Permit Requests to be 
made publicly available for comment at regulations.gov, it 
should also be a requirement for the local government with 
jurisdiction to be made aware that an operator in their area is 
requesting such a permit. 

There have been long-running, industry-led efforts to give 
operators an option to bring pipeline segments where 
population growth has occurred under integrity manage-
ment rather than addressing the problem using the special 
permit process or complying with the existing regulations. 
PHMSA has proposed a rule to address this issue, but it has 
not yet been finalized as of the publication of this briefing 
paper.
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https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj7movvmob5AhVODEQIHVVoBHcQFnoECAsQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tri-cityherald.com%2Fnews%2Flocal%2Farticle31790550.html&usg=AOvVaw2eYicJhcSrjZ4wtQI3wB54
http://pstrust.org/docs/HarmonJohnson.pdf
http://pstrust.org/docs/PumphreySchoolClosing.pdf
http://www.pstrust.org/docs/Analysis-ResponsetoOpenRecordsRequest.pdf

