
 
 

 
MOVING HAZARDS: THE LAND 

 
In the United States, about 3.3 million miles of pipeline transport natural gas, oil, and other hazardous 
liquids1; this system is vulnerable to accidents causing explosions, fires, spills, and uncontrolled 
releases.2 
 

• Since December 2020, 1,486 pipeline failures, or more than one per day, have been 
reported.3 

 
• The causes of pipeline failures vary,4 with equipment, material, or corrosion failure being 

the most common reasons behind onshore natural gas transmission pipeline incidents that 
have resulted “in a fatality, an injury requiring hospitalization, or property damage that 
exceeds $50,000 in total costs (in 1984 dollars).”5 

 
• There is rampant underreporting of incidents, which not only keeps vulnerable communities 

in the dark but also prevents problems from being understood and remedied.6  
 
The federal agencies responsible for overseeing pipeline safety – primarily the Pipeline and Hazardous 
Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) and its Office of Pipeline Safety (OPS)7 – are not doing 
enough to mitigate dangers. 
 

• PHMSA’s ongoing budget shortfall has compromised safety,8 making it “reliant on the 
industry it is tasked to regulate for technical expertise on rulemaking” while it “lacks the 
manpower to inspect the nation’s...oil and gas lines.”9 

 
• PHMSA’s response to corporate violations of federal pipeline safety law has been wholly 

inadequate,10 with “civil penalties that are economically insignificant to operators.”11 
 
Victims may turn to the civil courts after a crash or release. Below are some recent cases. 
 

• Beta Offshore’s pipeline ruptured and leaked nearly 25,000 pounds of crude oil into the 
ocean off California’s Huntington Beach.12 A class action was filed against Amplify Energy 
Corp., Beta Offshore’s parent company, which settled the case for $50 million while also 
agreeing to install and implement new safety equipment and procedures.13 

 
• An Enbridge Inc. pipeline ruptured while carrying gas from the Gulf of Mexico to the 

Northeast, “releasing approximately 101.5 million cubic feet of natural gas that ignited”14 

and led to the death of 58-year-old Lisa Derringer.15 Lisa’s family sued and the company 

CENTER FOR JUSTICE & DEMOCRACY 
185 WEST BROADWAY 
NEW YORK, NY 10013 

TEL: 212.431.2882 
centerjd@centerjd.org 

http://centerjd.org 
 
 



 2 

settled for an undisclosed amount.16 Other victims, who sued after suffering physical injury 
or property damage from the explosion, reached confidential settlements.17  

 
• Widespread fires and explosions caused by natural gas distribution pipeline leaks in 

Lawrence, Andover, and North Andover, MA killed one person, injured at least 22 others 
(who were transported to area hospitals), damaged 131 structures, and caused 50,000 
residents to evacuate. A state emergency was declared.18 Columbia Gas of Massachusetts 
settled a class action for $143 million,19 paid $80 million to three communities for 
infrastructure damage,20 and settled with two families – one which suffered a death, the 
other which had family members who were hurt or suffered permanent, severe injuries.21 

 
• A corroded Plains All American pipeline – transporting crude oil inland from Santa 

Barbara’s coast – spilled 140,000 gallons, which blackened miles of beaches. Local 
fishermen and property owners filed a class action lawsuit against Plains All American, and 
in May 2022, the company settled for $230 million. Nearly two years later, Plains All 
American settled with another class of landowners for $70 million and promised new safety 
measures.22 

 
• In October 2015, the Aliso Canyon natural gas storage facility in Los Angeles County, CA 

experienced an uncontrolled gas leak that lasted nearly four months and ultimately released 
an estimated 109,000 metric tons of methane into the air, forcing over 8,000 families in 
Porter Ranch to flee. It was the largest natural gas leak in U.S. history. More than 35,000 
individuals sued Southern California Gas Co. and its parent company, Sempra Energy. 
During the litigation, SoCalGas and its counsel “racked up $5.7 million in discovery 
sanctions” for misconduct. In September 2021, both companies settled for a total of $1.8 
billion.23 

 
 
Notes 

 
1 Specifically, “[o]f the nation’s approximately half-million miles of long-distance transmission pipeline, roughly 
230,000 miles carry hazardous liquids – over 80% of the nation’s crude oil and refined products – along with other 
products. It also contains some 47,000 miles of crude oil gathering pipelines…. The U.S. natural gas pipeline network 
consists of around 302,000 miles of transmission and 434,000 miles of gathering lines. The natural gas transmission 
pipelines feed around 2.3 million miles of regional pipeline mains in some 1,500 local distribution networks serving 
over 70 million customers.” Congressional Research Service, DOT’s Federal Pipeline Safety Program: Background 
and Issues for Congress, March 31, 2023, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44201.pdf 
2 Ibid. 
3 Testimony from Bill Caram, Executive Director, Pipeline Safety Trust, hearing on “Fueling America’s Economy: 
Legislation to Improve Safety and Expand U.S. Pipeline Infrastructure” before the U.S. House Energy, Climate, and 
Grid Security Subcommittee of the Committee on Energy and Commerce, January 18, 2024, https://pstrust.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/01/Caram-Pipeline-Safety-Trust-House-EC-Testimony-1-18-24docx19.pdf 
4 See National Transportation Safety Board, “Most Wanted List Archive” (2021-2023 chart), 
https://www.ntsb.gov/Advocacy/mwl/Pages/mwl_archive.aspx (viewed March 26, 2024); Testimony from Bill Caram, 
Executive Director, Pipeline Safety Trust, hearing on “Fueling America’s Economy: Legislation to Improve Safety and 
Expand U.S. Pipeline Infrastructure” before the U.S. House Subcommittee on Energy, Climate, and Grid Security of the 
Committee on Energy and Commerce, January 18, 2024, https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Caram-
Pipeline-Safety-Trust-House-EC-Testimony-1-18-24docx19.pdf; Congressional Research Service, DOT’s Federal 
Pipeline Safety Program: Background and Issues for Congress, March 31, 2023, 
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44201.pdf; National Transportation Safety Board, 2021–2022 NTSB Most Wanted List of 
Transportation Safety Improvements, https://www.ntsb.gov/Advocacy/mwl/Documents/2021-2022/2021-22-MWL-
Brochure.pdf  
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5 A U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) April 2024 report found an average of 61 significant onshore gas 
transmission pipeline incidents per year from 2010-2022, i.e., 61 incidents resulting “in a fatality, an injury requiring 
hospitalization, or property damage that exceeds $50,000 in total costs (in 1984 dollars).” According to GAO, “From 
2010-2022, PHMSA data show that nearly half (43 percent) of significant onshore gas transmission pipeline incidents 
were caused by equipment or material failure, followed by corrosion failure (16 percent).” Regarding significant 
pipeline incidents in high consequence areas, approximately 37 percent “were caused by equipment or material 
failure…. According to PHMSA, pipeline equipment and materials can fail due to malfunction of equipment like valves 
or compressors or design defects.” U.S. Government Accountability Office, Gas Pipeline Safety: Better Data and 
Planning Would Improve Implementation of Regulatory Changes, GAO-24-106690, April 3, 2024, 
https://www.gao.gov/assets/d24106690.pdf 
6 PHMSA’s current incident reporting regulations “keep it in the dark because its regulations only require reporting if 
certain thresholds are met. Additionally, impacts to the public are often underrepresented due to vague definitions of 
reportable injuries.” As a result, “many large and potentially dangerous incidents are not reported to the administration. 
This means that PHMSA’s safety data likely underrepresents incident prevalence and that the opportunity to use these 
incidents as a learning opportunity is lost.” Testimony from Bill Caram, Executive Director, Pipeline Safety Trust, 
hearing on “Fueling America’s Economy: Legislation to Improve Safety and Expand U.S. Pipeline Infrastructure” 
before the U.S. House Subcommittee on Energy, Climate, and Grid Security of the Committee on Energy and 
Commerce, January 18, 2024, https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Caram-Pipeline-Safety-Trust-House-EC-
Testimony-1-18-24docx19.pdf. Moreover, per an April 2024 GAO report, when it comes to gas pipeline safety, “there 
are gaps in the safety agency’s evaluation of impact zones and a lack of detailed data required from pipeline operators 
after a pipeline incident.” Appalachian Voices, “Appalachian Voices statement on Government Accountability Office 
report on pipeline safety deficiencies,” April 9, 2024, https://appvoices.org/2024/04/09/phmsa-gao/, discussing U.S. 
Government Accountability Office, Gas Pipeline Safety: Better Data and Planning Would Improve Implementation of 
Regulatory Changes, GAO-24-106690, April 3, 2024, https://www.gao.gov/assets/d24106690.pdf 
7 Congressional Research Service, DOT’s Federal Pipeline Safety Program: Background and Issues for Congress, 
March 31, 2023, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44201.pdf  
8 In January 2024, PHMSA Deputy Administrator Tristan Brown told a congressional panel, “PHMSA’s budget, 
excluding the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act’s gas distribution grant program, does not grow at a rate 
commensurate with its responsibilities. Consequently, PHMSA has had to continuously operate relatively leaner as 
compared to our expanded universe of regulated facilities.” Testimony from Tristan Brown, Deputy Administrator, 
Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration, hearing on “Pipeline Safety, Modernization, and Expansion 
Act of 2023” before the U.S. House Subcommittee on Energy, Climate, and Grid Security of the Committee on Energy 
and Commerce, January 18, 2024, https://www.phmsa.dot.gov/sites/phmsa.dot.gov/files/2024-
01/Written%20Testimony%20for%20Tristan%20Brown%20House%20EC%20Hearing.pdf 
9 Testimony from Bill Caram, Executive Director, Pipeline Safety Trust, hearing on “Fueling America’s Economy: 
Legislation to Improve Safety and Expand U.S. Pipeline Infrastructure” before the U.S. House Subcommittee on 
Energy, Climate, and Grid Security of the Committee on Energy and Commerce, January 18, 2024, 
https://pstrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Caram-Pipeline-Safety-Trust-House-EC-Testimony-1-18-24docx19.pdf  
10 A March 2023 Congressional Research Service report found that from 2018 through 2022, PHMSA initiated 1,108 
enforcement actions against pipeline operators, yet less than one-third resulted in notices of probable violation, “which 
allege specific regulatory violations, and only 16 resulted in corrective action orders, which ‘usually address urgent 
situations arising out of an accident, spill, or other significant, immediate, or imminent safety or environmental 
concern.’” Congressional Research Service, DOT’s Federal Pipeline Safety Program: Background and Issues for 
Congress, March 31, 2023, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44201.pdf 
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Los Angeles, December 6, 2023, https://www.nbclosangeles.com/news/local/ntsb-huntington-beach-oil-spill-
cause/3284594/; Clark Mindock, “Pipeline co agrees to pay $50 mln to settle California oil spill class action,” Reuters, 
October 18, 2022, https://www.reuters.com/legal/litigation/pipeline-co-agrees-pay-50-mln-settle-california-oil-spill-
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