Underground Facility Damages

What to Do When Something Goes Wrong

sy William E. Balin

s a sports coach for 13 years, I can at-

test to the fact that it is possible for a

person or team to do everything cor-
rectly and still come up short. That statement
applies not only to sports, but also to the exca-
vating community as well as all other facets of
life. The fact of the matter is that it is possible
for an excavator to do everything right, from
holding a pre-construction meeting to mak-
ing a construction stage one-call to respecting
the markings, and still cause an underground
line to be damaged.

In addition to doing everything correct and
causing damage, the industry must also con-
tend with the damages that occur as a result
of those that do not do everything correctly.
Excuses for not doing things properly range
from “I do not have the time to wait for the
lines to be marked” to “If I do, someone else
will step in and I will lose the job” to “I do not
want to pay a small fee for making a one-call”
and everything in between. According to the
Common Ground Alliance (CGA) analysis of
2004 and 2005 data submitted to DIRT, stake-
holder submitting facility events showed 56.6
percent of the events had a notification made
to the One-Call notification center, while 43.4
percent did not. From this data, we can see
that the one-call is made about half the time.
However, when an accident happens, we must
make sure that action is taken all of the time.
Taking action will help to protect life, health,
property and the environment. In addition,
taking action will also increase your odds of
not becoming a casualty.

Knowing How to Respond

Excavators, generally speaking, are not trained
emergency responders; however, there are
times when the excavator must act as such.
Having said that, definitions can be found in
the Common Ground Alliance Best Practices,
Version 4.0 and throughout the various state
laws as to who is an excavator. Simply stated,
an excavator is anyone who disturbs the earth
with mechanical or non-mechanical equip-
ment with the intent to perform excavation or
demolition work for himself or another per-
son. This includes, but is not limited to, profes-
sional contractors, farmers, loggers, homeown-
ers putting in a tree, fence, or mailbox post and
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When damage to an underground facility occurs it is important to know the correct way to respond to keep damage
from becoming a disaster, such as this house explosion in Oklahoma following a gas line hit.

the volunteer doing landscaping work for his

or her local church. No matter who is the exca-

vator at the time, the One-Call must be made.

In the case of damage to an underground fa-

cility, the excavator, and/or his/her team mem-

ber, if multiple workers are on site, must act to
protect life, health and property. In addition,
they must also take the necessary steps to no-
tify the facility owner of the damage. Finally,
in some cases, they must also notify the emer-
gency response community of the damage.

The first part of this awareness message is in
the case of a caused or discovered damage to
an underground facility. The excavator, and/
or his/her team members if multiple workers
are on site, must act to protect life, health and
property. Obviously, the actions taken will
vary in large part to the type of facility that is
damaged and the extent of the damage. The
list below is not all inclusive of incidents or ac-
cidents, but is meant to start the thought pro-
cess on how to react to an incident until the
facility owner personnel and/or emergency
responders arrive on scene.

« If the damage involves a volatile sub-
stance, generally a gas line, the area must
be evacuated and the area secured so
others could not enter. I recently saw a
newscast that clearly showed gas blow-
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ing out of a hole, as evidenced by dirt
and rock blowing in the air. Just across
the street from the hole, pedestrian traf-
fic still persisted per the news footage. In
this case, the area should have been void
of any people, except the facility owner
representatives and perhaps involved
emergency responders. However, vola-
tile substances are not the only lines that
present a danger. Note: Never try to oper-
ate gas company valves or equipment or
any equipment owned or operated by a
facility owner/operator.

A water line break could lead to roadway
undermining and sinkholes. Do not al-
low traffic to enter the area.

Electric facilities could “energize” an area
and lead to electrocutions. In fact, con-
cerning electric lines, they may be lying
and seem calm, but are indeed energized.
Do not let the calm give you a false sense
of security. Do not approach or let others
approach the line.

Sewage line damages can lead to the
spread of disease.

Phone line damage could lead to service
interruptions. This could be deadly if
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someone in the home needs medical as-
sistance immediately and cannot reach
an ambulance because the phone does
not work.

+  Cable line damage would lead to a service
interruption that could lead a person be-
ing cut off from the emergency broadcast
system.

The list can go on and on, suffice it to say,
that a lot needs to be thought of when dam-
age occurs to an underground facility. The
importance of this is evidenced by the Illinois
Underground Utilities Facilities Damage Pre-
vention Act, which states an emergency is “any
condition constituting an imminent danger
to life, health, or property or a utility service
outage, and which requires immediate repair
or action.”

Notification of Damage
Secondly, the person that has caused or discov-
ered the damage must also take the necessary
steps to notify the facility owner of the dam-
age. In the case of a damaged gas line, please
call the toll free phone number on the pipeline
marker. Not only is this necessary so that the
affected facility owner can make repairs, but
so the facility owner can restore service if nec-
essary. There may be some cases in which the
damaged facility owner is not known. At that
point, the state one-call center is an excellent
resource to determine to whom the damaged
line belongs. The Common Ground Alliance
Best Practices Version 4.0, states that currently
48 states have passed one-call legislation and
all 50 states have one-call centers and/or stat-
ues. In addition, the one-call center can be
reached simply by dialing 811, the national
call before you dig phone number, which will
put you in contact with your state notifica-
tion center. The one-call center will take your
emergency one-call and pass the detailed in-
formation that you provide onto their facil-
ity owner members. If a facility owner is not
a member of the one-call notification center,
you will need to contact them directly.
Finally, in some cases, the person that has
caused or discovered the damage not only
must notify the affected facility owner, but
must also notify the emergency response com-
munity of the damage. The Pipeline, Inspec-
tion, Protection, Enforcement and Safety Act
of 2006 passed by the 109th US Congress states
that a person who engages in demolition, ex-
cavation, tunneling, or construction and who
causes damage to a pipeline facility that may
endanger life or cause serious bodily harm or
damage to property may not fail to promptly
report the damage to the owner or operator
of the facility; and if the damage results in the
escape if any flammable, toxic, or corrosive
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gas or liquid, may not fail to promptly report
to other appropriate authorities by calling the
911 emergency telephone number.

In conclusion, it is indeed possible to do ev-
erything correct and still lose. It is how we re-
spond to the loss that matters in the long run.
When an accident happens, we must make
sure that every step is taken to help protect
life, health, property and the environment. In
addition, taking action will also increase your
odds of not becoming a casualty. The goal is
to keep everyone safe and at the end of the day
look back and say “job well done.”
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committees for One Call Systems International,
Common Ground Alliance and Western Penn-
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Association. For additional information, Mr.
Balin can be reached via email at bill.balin@
pipelinegroup.com or by calling 877.933.7370
ext. 224.

PIPE & CABLE LOCATING

After 52 years of engineering innovation
in underground locating, we’ve found

it’s as easy as 1-2-3

-~

Portable.
Only complete locator ~— Lightweight receiver
system you can carry ™ retracts for mobility
on your belt =

SCHONSTEDT &

INSTRUMENT COMPANY

Underground Focus

Choose from two models:
82kHz for gas and water utilities

33kHz for electric utilities

NOW SHIPPING
800-999-8280

www.schonstedt.com

Precise.

~ Extends for
™= greater sensitivity

S

dl/(aﬁmg _foaatmg Easien Sines 195, 3

Need Multi-Frequency? The Schonstedt TraceMaster 11
pipe and cable is the professional’s choice—and very user friendly.




