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Improving Natural Gas Pipeline Leak Detection and Repair

The Problem: Natural gas pipeline safety regulations were largely promulgated in the 1970s and are
woefully in need of updates. PHMSA has updated minimum standards on transmission pipelines in
recent years in response to lessons learned from numerous pipeline incidents over the last decade.
However, a large gap in the minimum standards remains when it comes to leak detection and repair.

Current minimum regulations set no standards on the sensitivity, reliability, or accuracy of leak
detection equipment. In fact, in some cases, equipment isn’t even required to be used for leak
detection. Since the minimum safety standards were developed, leak detection technology has
advanced considerably. Current standards require leaks discovered to be “hazardous” to be repaired
promptly but set no standards on other leaks. Some states set standards that go a bit further than the
minimum federal regulations, however, home explosions resulting from pipeline leaks an operator knew
about but chose not to repair continue to occur.!

Additionally, natural gas now contributes more to U.S. climate pollution than coal. Methane, the primary
component of natural gas, has over 80 times the warming power of carbon dioxide over its first 20
years. The pipeline segments of the natural gas supply chain (gathering, transmission and storage, and
local distribution) are estimated to emit nearly 5 million tons of methane each year (which translates to
an equivalence of about 160 million tons of CO2). Current regulations do not require operators to repair
leaks that are not determined to be an immediate hazard to people, ignoring the leak’s impact on
climate.

Finally, pipeline operators regularly release an entire pipeline section’s worth of methane for routine
maintenance in an activity known as “venting” or “blowdown”. Reporting of these events is not required
under current regulations, regardless of the size of the release. Satellite methane detectors have
discovered “super-emitter” events that were not required to be reported to the regulator. Unintentional
emissions are required to be reported in excess of 3 million cubic feet, however there is no requirement
for these intentional emission events.

Background: In 2020, US Congress passed the PIPES Act of 2020, mandating PHMSA, for the first time, to
create rules to modernize its leak detection and repair standards as well as mitigate intentional emission
events. PHMSA submitted a final rule to the Federal Register in the final weeks of the Biden
Administration and it had not published by Trump’s inauguration.? The rule was the result of a multi-
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01/PHMSA%20Final%20Rule%20-%20Gas%20Pipeline%20Leak%20Detection%20and%20Repair%20-%20A
s%20submitted.pdf

www.pstrust.org



year, multi-stakeholder effort, including public meetings, comment periods, and Gas Pipeline Advisory
Committee meetings. PHMSA incorporated the largely consensus recommendations made by the 1/3
pipeline industry, 1/3 public, 1/3 government Advisory Committee, skillfully threading the needle
between disparate priorities.

Recommendation: State legislatures should mandate the adoption of the PHMSA Final Rule into its
intrastate regulations to modernize the pipeline safety leak detection and repair standards to help
prevent home explosions and other incidents as well as mitigate methane’s potent greenhouse gas
effects.

Resources:

PHMSA'’s Draft Final Rule

PHMSA Rulemaking Docket

For inquiries, please contact Amanda McKay, State Policy Advisor (amanda@pstrust.org)




