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M-00011474

Peoples Natural Gas Company

TENTATIVE ORDER

BY THE COMMISSION:


Before the Commission is a Settlement Agreement submitted by Peoples Natural Gas Company (Peoples) and the Law Bureau’s Prosecutory Staff (Prosecutory Staff) concerning alleged violations of the Commission’s Regulations relating to gas safety.  We shall tentatively approve this settlement subject to our review of exceptions, if any, submitted in response to this Order.

Background


At approximately 1:20 p.m. on December 8, 1998, one of the Peoples’ employees removed a locking device on a valve supplying gas service to 320 Logan Boulevard, Altoona, Berks County, Pennsylvania, at the request of the property’s prospective owners.  At this time, the employee conducted a pressure drop test of the service line and then attempted to purge the gas and air from the fuel line.  The employee did not find any gas in the fuel line at which time he searched for, and found, a second shut off valve.  He opened the second valve and again checked for any indications of a drop in pressure.  The employee then purged the gas from a separate segment of the fuel line that did not have a cap or plug and attempted to light the gas-fired roof mounted heaters. 


The company’s employee was not able to light the roof-mounted heaters and left the location approximately 20 minutes after removing the aforementioned lock.  Prior to leaving the location, the employee advised a representative of the owners of the property to turn off the electric heaters, as there was no one in the building.  These heaters, which were not turned off, had been turned on by the representative of the owners while the company’s employee was at the location.


Employees of Peoples Gas arrived at 308 Logan Boulevard at approximately 10:20 a.m. on December 9, 1998 to investigate a gas odor complaint at the gas meter.  At this time, the company’s representative was advised by the occupants of 308 Logan Boulevard as to the specific location of the odor and checked for indications of leakage at that location.  The company’s employee did not find any leakage.  He left the location at approximately 11:30 a.m. without further contact with the occupants.


On December 10, 1998, at approximately 3:07 a.m., an explosion occurred at 320 Logan Boulevard completely destroying seven homes, five businesses and damaging additional 51 buildings.  A representative of Peoples arrived at 4:10 a.m. and began checking the area for additional gas leakage.  At 4:30 a.m. the source of the gas was shut off. 


Peoples’ employee did not determine whether the piping to 320 Logan Boulevard presented a hazard during the call on December 8th.  The employee also failed to fully investigate the odor complaint at 308 Logan Boulevard on December 10th.  The company’s employee failed to follow company procedures.  In particular, the employee left an open pipe end without a cap or a plug on a one-inch fuel line at 320 Logan Boulevard.  Additionally, upon arriving at 308 Logan Boulevard, the employee contacted the homeowner but failed to contact the homeowner a second time before leaving the scene.


Prosecutory Staff and Peoples have reached a Settlement Agreement regarding Peoples violations of 52 Pa. Code §59.33 and 49 C.F.L. §192.13 (c).  On June 19, 2001, the Settlement Agreement, which is attached to this Order, was fully executed.  Under the terms of this Settlement Agreement, Peoples agrees to pay a civil settlement amount of twenty-five thousand dollars ($25,000.00) to resolve the issues raised herein.  Additionally, Peoples agrees to pay thirty-five thousand dollars ($35,000.00) to conduct a training program as outlined in the settlement to address deficiencies alleged in connection with this incident.  To this end, Peoples has already conducted training sessions with all of its’ customer service personnel on proper turn-off and turn-on procedures.  In addition to the training conducted immediately after the incident, Peoples has conducted mandatory training for its’ employees who come in contact with customers.  In all, Peoples has already paid in excess of sixty thousand dollars ($60,000.00) for training.


Peoples is required to pay $25,000.00,the civil settlement amount, to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania within 20 days of the date that the Tentative Order approving the Settlement Agreement becomes final.  None of these costs may be claimed or recovered in any future rate proceedings.

Discussion

We are satisfied with the resolution of this incident under the terms of the Settlement Agreement negotiated between Prosecutory Staff and Peoples.  We believe that the Settlement Agreement is in the public interest since: 1) both parties agree that this is a fair resolution of this matter; 2) both parties agree that the training to be provided will serve to avoid similar instances in the future; 3) the amount of the training to be provided and the payment to be provided to the Commonwealth is fair and equitable and demonstrates that the company acknowledges that actions are required to avoid similar instances in the future; and 4) the settlement allows the parties to avoid the expense and uncertainty of litigation.  Further, the settlement reflects Peoples commitment to comply with Commission regulations as well as pipeline safety regulations.

The adoption of the Settlement Agreement of an informal investigation is in the form of a tentative decision that provides other potentially affected persons with the opportunity to submit exceptions to this decision; THEREFORE, 

IT IS ORDERED:

1.
That the attached Settlement Agreement is tentatively approved and is in the public interest.

2.
That any person having an interest in the proceeding shall have twenty (20) days from the date of the entry of the Tentative Order within which to file exceptions to the Tentative Order.

3.
That, absent adverse comments within the twenty-day comment period, the Tentative Order shall become the final Order of the Commission.

4.
That a copy of the Tentative Order be served on the Office of Consumer Advocate and Small Business Advocate.







BY THE COMMISSION







James J. McNulty,







Secretary

(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  September 7, 2001

ORDER ENTERED:  September 10, 2001
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