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Our mission: 

Prevent Accidents

Reduce Injuries

Save Lives 





• NTSB investigates accidents, 
determines probable cause, and 
issues safety recommendations. 

• We do not have congressional 
authority to fine organizations, 
or enforce laws or regulations. 
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Our investigation focused on:

• How and Why the over-pressurization 

occurred

• Emergency Response to this event

• Recommendations to improve safety
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One recommendation to Massachusetts

Four urgent recommendations to NiSource

Safety Recommendations – November 2018
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(AP Photo/Winslow Townson)

U.S. Senate Testimony 
Lawrence, MA. November 26, 2018



NTSB Board Meeting 
Washington, DC. September 24, 2019  
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• 14 findings

• 5 new safety recommendations 

− Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 

Administration

− Massachusetts Executive Office of Public 

Safety and Security

− NiSource

− 31 States

• Probable Cause 
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• NiSource’s engineering risk management processes were 
deficient. 

− It failed to identify the possibility of human error that led to the 
over-pressurization. 

• The Columbia Gas of Massachusetts constructability review 
process was insufficient and did not detect the omission of a work 
order to relocate the sensing lines. 

• The delay between the development of the initial project work 
order and its execution had no impact on this accident. 
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Selected Findings



• The Columbia Gas incident commander faced multiple competing 

priorities, such as communicating with affected municipalities, 

updating the emergency responders, and shutting down the 

natural gas distribution system, which adversely affected his 

ability to complete his tasks in a timely manner.

• Columbia Gas was not adequately prepared with the necessary 

resources to assist with the emergency.
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Selected Findings



Probable Cause

Columbia Gas of Massachusetts’ weak 
engineering management that did not 
adequately plan, review, sequence, and 
oversee the construction project that led 
to the abandonment of a cast iron main 
without first relocating regulator sensing 
lines to the new polyethylene main. 

Contributing to the accident was a low-
pressure natural gas distribution system 
designed and operated without adequate 
overpressure protection.
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Safety Recommendations

To Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration 

• Make sure low-pressure natural gas distribution systems are 

protected against single operator error or equipment failure.

• Alert all natural gas system operators to the possibility of an 

overpressure event like the one in Merrimack Valley, and urge 

them to prevent such a failure on their system. 
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To 31 States that don’t require PE seal:

• Change your laws to require a professional engineer’s 

seal on public utility engineering drawings.
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Safety Recommendations



To Massachusetts Executive Office of Public Safety & Security:

• Develop guidance for effective first responder communications in 

a large-scale emergency event.
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Safety Recommendations



To NiSource:

• Revise your response training for large-scale emergency 

events, so that timely information can be provided to first 

responders.
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Safety Recommendations
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www.ntsb.gov
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