
Pipeline routes are first proposed by operators and depending on the type
of pipeline and if it crosses multiple states, there may be federal, state and
local permitting processes. These processes are important in allowing
community concerns to be expressed and may result in changes to the
route, but they do not restrict the location of the pipeline. If state law allows,
local jurisdictions may be able to use land use planning tools to affect
pipeline routes, but many jurisdictions do not make use of this authority.  

GAS PIPELINES
Common Misconceptions about

PST is a nonprofit watchdog
organization of the pipeline industry

and its regulators. We pursue our
mission through education and
advocacy, increasing access to

information, and building
partnerships with residents, safety

advocates, government, and industry
to promote safe communities and a

healthy environment. 
Learn more at pstrust.org. 

Learn more: PST’s Monthly Incident Dashboard and Statistics Page, PHMSA’s
Data and Statistics Page

In the United States, a significant incident occurs 5 out of every 7 days
across all types of pipelines. Although the risk of failure in any one
location is low, every year there are, on average, about 100 reported
incidents on gas transmission lines and about 100 reported incidents
on gas distribution lines. None of these failures are acceptable. 

Misconception: Pipeline failures are rare.  Misconception: Pipeline failures are rare.  

Reality: Pipeline failures and incidents
are not rare.
Reality: Pipeline failures and incidents
are not rare.

1

Who is Pipeline Safety Trust (PST)?  

Learn more: PST Briefing Paper #10
Pipeline Routing and Siting Issues,
PST’s Local Government Guide to
Pipelines, An Interstate Gas Pipeline on
My Land? By the Federal Energy
Regulatory Commission (FERC) 

Misconception: There are restrictions on where a pipeline can be built.  Misconception: There are restrictions on where a pipeline can be built.  

Some leaks are not detectable by smell and the gas in some pipelines, especially larger
transmission lines, does not have the characteristic smell at all. This is because the odor is not
actually from the methane itself but is either an artificial odorant, usually a mercaptan, that is
required to be added by the operator in some (but not all) pipelines or hydrogen sulfide that often
accompanies the methane from underground. Additionally, gas can travel through soil and after
even a short distance this ‘gas migration’ can remove the odorant, so it no longer has a smell.  In
recent years, there has been a proposed expansion of pipelines carrying other gases such as
hydrogen and CO  , both of which can be harmful but do not have an identifiable smell. 

Learn More: What is Mercaptan?, PST Briefing Paper #2 Pipeline Basics and Specifics About Natural Gas
Pipelines, NTSB Accident Report: Atmos Energy Corp. Natural Gas-Fueled Explosion Dallas, TX  – see page 57 

Misconception: If a gas pipeline is leaking, I'll always be able to smell it.  Misconception: If a gas pipeline is leaking, I'll always be able to smell it.  

Reality: There are no federal restrictions on where
pipelines can be built. 
Reality: There are no federal restrictions on where
pipelines can be built. 

Reality: Although we associate a rotten egg smell with natural gas,
you may not always be able to smell a leak.
Reality: Although we associate a rotten egg smell with natural gas,
you may not always be able to smell a leak.
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http://pstrust.org/
https://pstrust.org/education/monthly-incident-dashboard/
https://pstrust.org/about-pipelines/stats/
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/data-and-statistics/pipeline/source-data
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/10-PST-BriefingPaper-RoutingSitingIssues.pdf
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/10-PST-BriefingPaper-RoutingSitingIssues.pdf
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/PST-Govt-Guide-Pipelines-2014-web.pdf
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/PST-Govt-Guide-Pipelines-2014-web.pdf
https://www.ferc.gov/sites/default/files/2020-04/gas.pdf
https://www.ferc.gov/sites/default/files/2020-04/gas.pdf
https://energyeducation.ca/encyclopedia/Mercaptan
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/02-PST-BriefingPaper-NatGasBasics.pdf
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/02-PST-BriefingPaper-NatGasBasics.pdf
https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/PAR2101.pdf


Learn More: PST Press Release: Enbridge Commits Multiple Safety
Violations in 2019 Pipeline Explosion that Killed One, NTSB Accident
Report: Enbridge Inc. Natural Gas Transmission Pipeline Rupture and
Fire Danville, KY - see page 37

Operators use a formula to determine the PIR based on
assumptions that are not always true. Some of these
assumptions include that people in the area will be able to run
or find shelter during a pipeline failure – which is not possible
in all cases or for all people. PST and others such as the
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) have expressed
concerns with these calculations and believe that they should
be updated. It is also important to note that under pipeline
safety regulations, the PIR influences the safety standards that
are required but does not create an exclusion zone or setback
requirement.  

Does: 
Change which safety
standards and
regulations apply

Misconception: If a failure or explosion happens, I’m safe if I’m outside the area
the operator has identified as the potential impact radius or PIR. 
Misconception: If a failure or explosion happens, I’m safe if I’m outside the area
the operator has identified as the potential impact radius or PIR. 

Reality: The PIR is meant to identify areas with high risk, but deaths
have happened outside the PIR, meaning it did not cover the full
area where people were in danger of being killed.

Reality: The PIR is meant to identify areas with high risk, but deaths
have happened outside the PIR, meaning it did not cover the full
area where people were in danger of being killed.

Misconception: If a pipeline is
proposed to come through my
land, the pipeline company must
always receive my permission
before proceeding.  

Misconception: If a pipeline is
proposed to come through my
land, the pipeline company must
always receive my permission
before proceeding.  

Reality: Neither of these statements are true.Reality: Neither of these statements are true.

You do not have to agree to a pipeline easement on your land and you do
not have to agree to easement terms the pipeline company proposes.
However, laws and processes vary by state and in certain cases pipeline
companies can use eminent domain to take your land. The court will then
determine your compensation and terms. However not all pipeline
companies that seek to use eminent domain through the courts are
successful in doing so. 

Misconception: If a pipeline
company wants to put a pipeline
on my land, they automatically
have the right to take it through
eminent domain.

Misconception: If a pipeline
company wants to put a pipeline
on my land, they automatically
have the right to take it through
eminent domain.

OR

Learn More: FERC Process for Natural Gas Certificates, Eminent Domain by State

Potential Impact Radius

Does not: 
Restrict development or 
determine emergency
procedures
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https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/PR-9.16.22-Enbridge-KY-FINAL.pdf
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/PR-9.16.22-Enbridge-KY-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/PIR22002.pdf
https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/PIR22002.pdf
https://www.ferc.gov/resources/processes/flow/gas-2
https://www.condemnation-law.com/eminent-domain/states/


When it is extracted, gas is often a mix of methane and other fuels such as propane,
butane and other flammable gases as well as contaminants like hydrogen sulfide
which are often removed through processing. Pipeline operators can also blend in
other fuels such as hydrogen, propane, or gas from other sources which can change
the methane content and contaminants. Each of these components can change the
safety risks. Recently, other gases like pure hydrogen and gaseous CO  are also being
proposed to be transported by pipeline in larger amounts. Some are regulated as gas
pipelines (hydrogen for example) while some are not even though they carry a gas, as
in the case of gaseous CO  . 

Misconception: All gas pipelines transport 100% methane gas. Misconception: All gas pipelines transport 100% methane gas. 

Reality: Gas pipelines can carry varying levels of methane
and other gases. 
Reality: Gas pipelines can carry varying levels of methane
and other gases. 

Learn More: Methane Information from the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, Methane Information
from EarthJustice, GeoHeath Article: Air Quality and
Health Impacts of Onshore Oil and Gas Flaring and
Venting, PST Supported Study: Blowdown Emissions and
Mitigation Options, Estimates of Natural Gas Venting and
Flaring from the U.S. Energy Information Administration

Learn More: PST Briefing Paper #2 Pipeline Basics and Natural Gas

While some leaks are certainly more dangerous than
others, even small leaks may migrate underground and
get trapped in unexpected places to reach an explosion
risk. Repeated exposure to methane and its co-
pollutants can cause health impacts such as asthma
and the development of chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (COPD). Beyond leaks, operators pose risks to air
quality locally and climate change globally during
routine operations such as venting gas from pipelines
also known as blow downs and burning off released
methane known as flaring.  

 Misconception: Methane is not harmful to release into the atmosphere.  Misconception: Methane is not harmful to release into the atmosphere. 

Reality: Methane released from pipelines can pose risks to public
safety and health even where you might not expect it, and
methane released to the atmosphere also has climate impacts as
a powerful heat-trapping gas.

Reality: Methane released from pipelines can pose risks to public
safety and health even where you might not expect it, and
methane released to the atmosphere also has climate impacts as
a powerful heat-trapping gas.
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https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/overview-greenhouse-gases#methane
https://earthjustice.org/feature/methane-everything-you-need-to-know
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1029/2023GH000938
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1029/2023GH000938
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1029/2023GH000938
https://blogs.edf.org/energyexchange/wp-content/blogs.dir/38/files/2016/07/PHMSA-Blowdown-Analysis-FINAL.pdf
https://blogs.edf.org/energyexchange/wp-content/blogs.dir/38/files/2016/07/PHMSA-Blowdown-Analysis-FINAL.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=62383#:~:text=We%20estimate%20the%20annual%20reported,flaring%20recorded%20in%2018%20years.
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=62383#:~:text=We%20estimate%20the%20annual%20reported,flaring%20recorded%20in%2018%20years.
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/02-PST-BriefingPaper-NatGasBasics.pdf


Public awareness, engagement, and advocacy by the public are crucial at the local, state
and federal levels. We encourage you to get involved in pipeline safety issues that are local
to you, and to join the PST email list if you’re interested in hearing about opportunities to
advocate for pipeline safety. If you live near a pipeline, you can also help identify and report
any issues, and use the one call system to mark pipelines so they aren’t damaged
accidentally during digging or excavating.

Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety
Administration (PHMSA)
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)
Bureau Safety & Environmental Enforcement (BSEE)
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
U.S. Coast Guard
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
State Utility Commissions
State Environmental Agencies

Misconception:  There’s nothing I can do about pipeline safety. Misconception:  There’s nothing I can do about pipeline safety. 

Reality: It's up to all of us to be informed of the risks, avoid
damaging pipelines by mistake, and advocate to hold pipeline
companies and regulators accountable to public safety and benefit. 

Reality: It's up to all of us to be informed of the risks, avoid
damaging pipelines by mistake, and advocate to hold pipeline
companies and regulators accountable to public safety and benefit. 

Learn More:
Opportunities to
Participate with PST

PST Briefing Papers - A simple guide to
understanding pipeline safety, operations and
regulation. 
National Pipeline Mapping System - Interactive
maps of existing pipelines and pipeline operators
for gas transmission and hazardous liquid pipelines. 

Additional Resources U.S. DOT Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety
Administration Website - PHMSA's mission is to protect
people and the environment by advancing the safe
transportation of energy and other hazardous materials
that are essential to our daily lives. 
PHMSA State Pages - Links to pages for each state with
enforcement data, regulatory information, performance
metrics and damage prevention information. 

Agencies with a Role in Pipeline Regulation 

Learn More: PST Briefing Paper #5 Jurisdictional
Issues Relating to Pipelines, PST’s Local Government
Guide to Pipelines

Misconception: There is one agency responsible for regulating all pipelines.Misconception: There is one agency responsible for regulating all pipelines.

Reality: There are many agencies that are responsible for pipeline
regulations, but gaps remain and pipeline failures are still common.
Reality: There are many agencies that are responsible for pipeline
regulations, but gaps remain and pipeline failures are still common.

Federal and state environmental and pipeline
safety agencies, local governments, and others
can all have a role in regulating pipelines.
Despite these different players, issues remain
such as regulating new commodities and
pipeline safety in siting, while some types of
pipelines are not regulated at all which can
increase safety risks.

Local: Identify and report pipeline issues,
Municipal and county land use planning
and ordinances, Local Emergency Planning
Committees (LEPCs), Call Before You Dig

State: State pipeline safety programs,
state legislative and regulatory processes

Federal: PHMSA rule-making processes,
federal legislative processes

Opportunities for Public Participation
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http://pstrust.org/take-action
http://pstrust.org/take-action
https://pstrust.org/briefing-papers/
https://www.npms.phmsa.dot.gov/
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/
https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/
https://primis.phmsa.dot.gov/comm/states.htm
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/05-PST-BriefingPaper-Jurisdiction.pdf
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/05-PST-BriefingPaper-Jurisdiction.pdf
https://pstrust.org/about-pipelines/local-governments/
https://pstrust.org/about-pipelines/local-governments/

