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I. INTRODUCTION 

A. Scope of the Investigation 

 The Massachusetts Department of Public Utilities (“Department”), Pipeline 

Engineering and Safety Division (“Division”), pursuant to G.L. c. 164, § 105A and a Federal 

Certification Agreement as provided for in 49 U.S.C. § 60105, has investigated a natural gas 

(“gas”) release at 71 Such Drive, Attleboro, MA, on February 9, 2013 (“Incident”).1  The 

release of gas may have contributed to an incident and fire and property damages estimated at 

$86,000.00, as estimated by Columbia Gas of Massachusetts (“CMA” or “Operator”) (Exh. 

1). 

 As part of the Department’s annual certification process by the United States 

Department of Transportation (“U.S. DOT”), the Department must report to the U.S. DOT 

each accident or incident . . . involving a fatality, personal injury requiring 

hospitalization, or property damage or loss of more than an amount the 

Secretary establishes… and any other accident the [Department] considers  

significant, and a summary of the investigation by the [Department] of the cause 

and circumstances surrounding the accident or incident.  49 U.S.C. § 60105(c). 

  

                                           
1  Incident, as defined by 49 CFR § 191.3, means any of the following events: 

(1)  An event that involves a release of gas from a pipeline, or of liquefied natural gas, 

liquefied petroleum gas, refrigerant gas, or gas from an LNG facility, and that results 

in one or more of the following consequences: 

 (i)  A death, or personal injury necessitating in-patient hospitalization; 

  (ii)  Estimated property damage of $50,000 or more, including loss to the  

        operator and others, or both, but excluding cost of gas lost; 

          (iii) Unintentional estimated gas loss of three million cubic feet or more; 

(2)  An event that results in an emergency shutdown of an LNG facility. Activation of 

an emergency shutdown system for reasons other than an actual emergency does not 

constitute an incident. 

 (3)  An event that is significant in the judgment of the operator, even though it did not 

meet the criteria of paragraphs (1) or (2) of this definition. 
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The purpose of this report is to inform the U.S. DOT as to the cause and origin surrounding 

the Incident. 

 The Department has established procedures for determining the nature and extent of 

violations of codes and regulations pertaining to the safety of pipeline facilities and the 

transportation of gas, including but not limited to, G.L. c. 164, §§ 76, 76C, and 105A and 220 

CMR §§ 69.00 and 101.00 through 113.00.  The Division also enforces the U.S. DOT safety 

standards for gas pipeline systems as set forth in 49 CFR Parts 40, 192, 193, and 199.   

B.  Overview of Incident 

On February 9, 2013, the Attleboro Fire Department received an alarm of a fire at 71 

Such Drive, Attleboro at approximately 7:11 p.m.  The Attleboro Fire Department arrived on 

site at 7:15 p.m. (Exh. 2). 

The State Fire Marshall was notified of the fire and dispatched three troopers at 

approximately 8:00 p.m. 

At approximately 9:00 p.m., the Department received notice from CMA of an incident 

at 71 Such Drive, Attleboro (Exh. 3).  The Department dispatched two investigators to the 

scene.  

Upon arrival, the Department investigators observed that a residential one story mobile 

home with asphalt shingle roof had been completely destroyed (Exh.3).  Gas leaking from a 

fractured service2 riser (Exh. 4), at the meter location, may have contributed to the fire.  The 

                                           
2  Service line means a distribution line that transports gas from a common source of supply to an 

individual customer, to two adjacent or adjoining residential or small commercial customers, or 

to multiple residential or small commercial customers served through a meter header or 

manifold.  A service line ends at the at the outlet of the customer meter or at the connection to 

a customer’s piping, whichever is further downstream, or at the connection to customer piping 

if there is no meter.  See 49 C.F.R. 192.3 
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mobile home, which was located within a trailer park, was occupied by two residents.  Neither 

of the residents was injured by the fire.    

II. THE DEPARTMENT’S INVESTIGATION 

A.  Description of the Gas Facilities 

 Some of the mobile homes within the trailer park are supplied with natural gas that is 

used for heating, cooking, or hot water.  Each home supplied by natural gas is individually 

metered from the distribution system within the mobile home park.  The mobile home at 71 

Such Drive had its meter set and meter protection (Exh. 5) located in the driveway area.  Other 

mobile homes within the mobile home park had their meters located on the opposite side of the 

home, where there was no driveway.  Located beneath Such Drive is a 2 inch coated steel 

distribution main3 that was installed in 1972.  The gas main is on the west side of the Such 

Drive, closest to the house at 71 Such Drive.  The operating pressure at the time of the 

incident was 71 pounds per square inch gauge (“psig”)4 at the Dunham Street regulator station, 

which is in the downtown area of Attleboro.  The operating pressure at 71 Such Drive was 60 

psig, as determined by CMA.  

The service line supplying 71 Such Drive was supplied by the existing two inch coated 

steel main located beneath Such Drive.  The service line had been installed as a 0.75 inch 

(3/4”) coated steel pipe and put into service in 1972.  A section of the service line was 

                                           
3  A gas main is a distribution line that serves as a common source supply for more than one gas 

service line. 

4  Pounds per square inch gauge refer to the pressure expressed in pounds exerted on one square 

inch of surface area.  The designation “gauge,” indicates the readings are already adjusted to 

ignore the surrounding atmospheric pressure, which is 14.7 psi at sea level. If psig gauge were 

not connected to any pressure source, it would read zero even though it is actually sensing 14.7 

psi at sea level. 
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replaced with 0.5 inch (1/2”) plastic pipe in 1993.  The plastic pipe segment was installed 

between the main and the curb valve5.  Exiting the curb valve, the service line transitioned 

from the 0.5 inch plastic to 0.75 inch coated steel.  The service line branched and supplied 

number 71 and 72 Such Drive.  Located at the meter set at 71 Such Drive there was a two inch 

steel bollard6 installed to protect CMA’s facilities. 

B. Description of the Scene 

 Such Drive in Attleboro is a narrow road within this mobile home park running north 

and south.  The mobile homes are spaced approximately thirty (30) feet apart.  The numbering 

system runs consecutively as opposed to even numbers on one side and odd numbers on the 

other side.  71 Such Drive is on the west side of the road.   Each mobile home has an allotted 

space for parking.  The homes are constructed of sheet aluminum and wood and rest on 

concrete blocks that are supported by concrete slabs.  This creates a crawl space under the 

mobile homes, with this space being enclosed by a “skirt”. 

The mobile home at 71 Such Drive, Attleboro was completely consumed by the fire.  

The southeast portion of the mobile home, which was the front bedroom, sustained most of the 

damage (Exh. 6).  This section of the home was adjacent to the gas meter supplying natural gas 

to the mobile home.  The aluminum side wall and its supporting wood structure were burned 

away leaving a gaping hole in the side of the mobile home.   

                                           
5  A curb valve is a service line valve buried near the property line with a valve box that makes 

the valve accessible. 

6  Steel posts used to protect operator facilities from vehicular damage. 
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C. Columbia Gas of Massachusetts   

1. Outside Leak Investigation 

On the day of the incident, CMA conducted a subsurface gas leak survey of the area 

around 71 Such Drive (Exh. 7).  CMA technicians also entered several other dwellings to 

check for leakage.  There were no leaks discovered at 71 Such Drive and no leaks were 

discovered on the distribution main in front of 71 Such Drive. 

 On February 10, 2013, at approximately 12:01 a.m., an additional leakage survey was 

completed of the area near 71 Such Drive using a flame-ionization (FI) unit7.  At 12:30 a.m., 

the survey was completed.  All results were negative. 

On February 13, 2013, a gas leakage survey was conducted on other streets within the 

mobile home park.  The results are as follows: 

1. A non-hazardous leak was discovered at 2 Melissa Drive. 

2. Non-hazardous leaks were discovered at 38, 45, and 47 Catherine 

Drive. 

 

2. Odorization 

State regulation, 220 CMR § 101.06(20), requires operators to odorize natural gas in 

their distribution systems.  Gas must have a “distinctive odor of sufficient intensity so that a 

concentration of 0.15% gas in the air is readily perceptible to the normal or average olfactory 

senses of a person coming from fresh uncontaminated air into a closed room.”  The state 

regulation also requires a gas operator to conduct periodic sampling of odorant concentrations 

throughout their system.  CMA conducts odorant sampling throughout its system on a monthly 

basis.  On February 9, 2015, odorant tests were conducted in Attleboro.  The results of the 

tests are as follows (Exh. 8). 

                                           
7  Flame ionization gas detector is a type of leak detection instrument. 
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1.  1123 Oak Hill Avenue, Attleboro   T=0.07%  A=0.10%  

           2.  91 Such Drive, Attleboro              T=0.05%  A=0.09% 

           3.  13 Melissa Drive, Attleboro           T=0.09%  A=0.14%   

T= Threshold Odor Level (% Gas in Air)   A= Actual Odor Level (% Gas in Air) 

 The actual odor detection level of gas and air, which ranged from 0.09% to 0.14% gas 

in air, indicated that the odorant was within the limit prescribed in the state regulation.  The 

odorant level also met the federal pipeline safety requirement, contained in 49 CFR Part 192,  

§ 192.625, which requires that gas be odorized so that it can be detected at a level of one 

percent gas in air. 

3.  Pressure Test of the Gas Service 

Pressure tests were conducted of the underground sections of the gas service line to 71 

and 72 Such Drive.  The results of the pressure testing indicated that there was slight leakage 

on the segment of the branch service line to 72 Such Drive.  The underground leakage was 

determined to be insignificant and did not contribute to the Incident (Exh. 9).   

D. Failure Analysis of Pipe Sections 

Massachusetts Materials Research, Inc. (“MMR”) conducted failure analysis of the 

equipment from 71 Such Drive and issued a report (“MMR Report”)8.  The evidence partly 

consisted of the meter, regulator, piping, and bollard.  MMR conducted visual inspection, 

radiographic examination, microscope examination, fracture surface condition, and chemical 

analysis.  MMR’s analysis and testing found: 

“The fire damage to 71 Such Drive was consistent with the riser pipe break being the 
source of the incident, but the break itself is unusual in multiple ways.  First, although the 

                                           
8  Copies of the MMR report can be obtained by contacting:  Veda-Anne Ulcickas, Massachusetts 

Materials Research, Inc., P.O. Box 810, Century Drive, West Boylston, MA  01583 
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bollard was apparently struck at some point, likely by a car, the meter and regulator next 
to it did not exhibit impact damage.  Second, the riser pipe was pulled away from the 
stopcock completely rather than just exhibiting a more typical crack; this indicates a 
reasonable amount of applied force beyond which most people are capable without 
mechanical assistance.  Third, corrosion was not a factor in this pipe break and no defects 
were noted in the jurisdictional equipment that might have caused or contributed to such 
a break or made its creation easier.  There was no obvious reason for this break detected 
by this investigation.” 
 
“While no obvious reason for the pipe break was detected by this investigation, a possible 
scenario does exist that would explain the markings on the meter and the pulled away 
orientation of the riser.  If a snowbank or similar pile adjacent to or surrounding the gas 
equipment were struck by a car, then enough force to break the riser could easily be 
applied and the equipment would not necessarily be impact damaged beyond the break. 
The mound of shifting snow could provide enough cushioning to avoid obvious dents and 
scrapes.  The subsequent fire would melt any such snow pile.  Incidentally, a snow pile of 
this type could also explain why the meter and regulator were so intact, despite their 
proximity to such extensive residence damage.” 
 

 The State Fire Marshall’s report concluded that its investigation was also unable to 

identify how the gas meter at 71 Such Drive was damaged and was unable to identify the ignition 

source of the natural gas vapors (Exh. 10).  The fire was ruled accidental in nature and the cause 

and origin could not be determined. 

III. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

A. Findings & Field Observations: 

 

1. A two inch steel main was laid under Such Drive, Attleboro in 1972. 

 

2. The operating pressure in the main on February 9, 2013 was  

 approximately 60 psig. 

 

3.  A three quarter inch steel service line to 71 Such Drive, Attleboro was  

 installed in 1972.  The section of plastic service line was installed in  

 1993. 

  

 4.  Columbia Gas of Massachusetts responded to a gas incident and was at  

  the scene at approximately 7:55 p.m. on February 9, 2013. 

  

 5. Columbia Gas of Massachusetts’ records indicate that the gas was  

  odorized to meet both the state and federal requirements.  
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6. Leakage survey readings at 71 Such Drive after the incident were 

negative.  

 

7. Gas venting from a broken service riser was ignited. 

 

8. The source of ignition is unknown. 

 

9. The fire completely destroyed the mobile home. 

 

10. The cause of the failure of the riser pipe could not be determined. 

 

B. Conclusions 

MMR was unable to determine the cause of the failure of the riser pipe.  Investigators 

did not determine a source of ignition.  Leakage surveys and pressure testing conducted at the 

scene did not indicate that a slight leak that was discovered contributed to the Incident.  The  

cause and origin of the Incident at 71 Such Drive, Attleboro is unknown and undetermined.
























































































































