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Remembering Bellingham: Pipeline Accident Plays Huge 
Role in Restructuring DOT’s Pipeline Safety Program 

House Subcommittee Holds Hazmat Reauthorization Hearing
 

Chairman James Oberstar and Congresswoman Corrine Brown 

Ten years ago Bellingham, Wash., 
experienced one of the worst pipeline 
accidents in the history of pipeline 
safety. On June 10, 1999, 250,000 
gallons of gasoline from a ruptured, large 
transmission pipeline spilled into a nearby 
creek, accidentally ignited, and led to the 
deaths of three young individuals, eight 
injuries, and over $45 million in property 
damages. 

In June 2009, the citizens of this 
community commemorated the tenth 
anniversary of this tragic accident, the 
lives of the three victims Wade King, 

Photo Courtesy of  the City of Bellington http://www.cob.org/ 

Stephen Tsiorvias, and Liam Wood, and 
the recuperation of their community. 
Although the citizens remain keenly aware 
of the accident and its effects on their 
lives, the community shows visual signs 
of recovery, including restorations of 
Whatcom Creek and surrounding areas. 

Jeff Wiese, PHMSA’s Associate 
Administrator for Pipeline Safety joined 
the community during their remembrance 
to pay respects to the residents and 
to help honor the memory of the 
three young men whose lives were lost. 
Mr. Wiese thanked the community 
for their leadership in making positive 
improvements nationwide for pipeline 
safety. 

Photo Courtesy of www.oberstar.org Photo Courtesy of www.house.gov 

The spotlight was on PHMSA as it, the 
National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB) and several hazardous materi-
als stakeholder organization provided 
testimony before the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives Subcommittee on Railroad, 
Pipeline and Hazardous Materials on 
May 14, 2009. The purpose of the hear-
ing called by Subcommittee Chairwoman 
Corrine Brown, D-Fla., was to review 
implementation of the SAFETEA-LU 

(P.L. 109-59) amendments and to prepare 
for reauthorization of the hazardous ma-
terials program that expired on September 
30, 2008. 

PHMSA Acting Deputy Administrator 
Cindy Douglass shared the first panel with 
NTSB Chairwoman Deborah Hersman 
and led off with an overview of PHMSA’s 
recent accomplishments, current priorities 
and initiatives, and vision for the future 
of the hazardous materials transportation 

Since the tragedy in Bellingham, the 
Department of Transportation has seen 
significant growth in both the level of 
interest and the size and scope of its 
pipeline safety program.  

ThroughtheNormanY.MinetaResearch 
and Special Programs Improvement Act 
of 2004, the Department reorganized the 
Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 
Administration, into an agency with the 
mission to further the highest degree of 
safety in pipeline and hazardous materials 
transportation. 

With a newly named pipeline safety 
agency and the passage of legislation 
by Congress providing more regulatory 
tools at its disposal (Pipeline Safety 
Improvement Act of 2002; Pipeline 

Continued on page 2 

safety program. 
In keeping with PHMSA’s risk-based 

approach to enhancing hazardous materi-
als transportation safety, the agency has 
identified a number of high-risk materials 
and operations and is developing strate-
gies to address those risks. In order of 
priority, these risks include: 
•	 Fires onboard commercial 


aircraft;
 
•	 Releases of materials that are poison-

ous by inhalation, such as chlorine 
and anhydrous ammonia from rail 
tank cars and tank trucks; 

•	 Rollovers of tank trucks carrying 
flammable liquids such as gasoline; 

•	 Bulk loading and unloading opera-
tions; and 

•	 Undeclared shipments of hazardous 
materials. 

Continued on page 3 

Excerpt

http:http://www.cob.org
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Bellingham safety technologies, providing more 

Continued from Cover 

Inspection, Protection, Enforcement 
and Safety Act of 2006), the Department 
has been able to raise the rigor of 
its regulatory standards for pipelines, 
improve the quality of oversight and 
enforcement, and invest more heavily in 
pipeline technology improvements. 

Through PHMSA, the Department’s 
pipeline inspection and enforcement 
capabilities have been expanded and 
improved. Building a far more robust and 
transparent safety enforcement program, 
PHMSA doubled the number of pipeline 
inspectors and accident investigators 
and increased its proposed civil penalty 
amounts by eight times its 2002 figures. 

The agency is also aggressively advancing 

resources for research and development 
projects that seek solutions to the most 
common causes of  pipeline failures. 

New integrity management regulations 
have been responsible for tens of 
thousands of repairs along miles and miles 
of pipelines where accidents could result 
in tragic consequence. These regulations 
require companies to review safety 
processes, develop procedures to assure 
the safe operation of these processes, and 
conduct continual review and monitoring 
of their pipeline infrastructure. The 
agency is confident that this approach 
promotes continuous safety improvement 
throughout the industry and leads to 
better performance. 

In addition to these improvements, 
PHMSA introduced a variety of damage 

prevention programs, including helping 
to establish “8-1-1,” the three-digit “Call 
Before You Dig” number allowing anyone 
in the country the ability to help eliminate 
third party damages to pipelines - - the 
type of damage eventually determined 
to be the cause of the pipeline accident 
in Bellingham. 

Over the past 20 years, these efforts 
have resulted in an average reduction in 
serious pipeline accidents of 10 percent 
every three years - - accidents resulting in 
severe impacts to people, such as death 
and injuries. 

Even with these figures PHMSA 
knows its job in enhancing pipeline 
transportation safety is not done.  

U.S. Transportation Secretary LaHood Signs Cooperative 
Agreement with the Chinese on the Safe Transport of 
Dangerous Goods 

Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood (right) signs the cooperative agreement on the safe transport of 
dangerous goods with the Chinese Minister of Transport Li Shenglin (left) as PHMSA Acting Deputy 
Administrator Cindy Douglass (standing 4th from right) looks on. 

U.S. Secretary of Transportation Ray 
LaHood joined China’s Minister of 
Transport Li Shenglin March 30 in the 
historic signing at DOT headquarters of 
an agreement to cooperate on the safe 
transportation of  hazardous materials. 

Signing the agreement, Transporta-

tion Secretary LaHood noted that both 
nations’ industries – including manufac-
turing, agriculture, and medical research 
– need regular access to certain types of 
dangerous materials to conduct busi-
ness. 

“Chinese businesses ship billions of 

dollars worth of trade goods around 
the world each year, including to the 
United States,” said Secretary LaHood. 
“We are eager to work together to make 
sure these items are transported safely. 
And I look forward to participating in 
this important mission.” 

Following a joint Transportation 
Forum held in Beijing last December 
to address transportation issues includ-
ing safety, the agreement was shaped 
to help ensure the safe transport of 
materials across all modes of transpor-

Continued on page 4 

In Remembrance: 
PHMSA is deeply saddened by the loss of a 
dedicated and esteemed colleague. On Satur­
day, July 25, 2009, Frank Henderson, a seven 
year veteran of PHMSA’s Southwest Region 
Pipeline Safety Office, passed away. PHMSA 
sends its heartfelt condolences to Frank’s family 
and friends during this time of grief and we ap­
preciate his daily commitment and dedication 
to ensuring the safe, reliable, and environmen­
tally sound operation of the Nation’s pipeline 
transportation system. Thank you Frank--In hon­
or of Frank’s memory, the family has requested 
donations to be sent to the First Baptist Church 
Building Fund, 819 Martin Luther King, Jr. Bou­
levard, Texas City, Texas, 77590. 




