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On October 3 ,  1989, the United States fishing vessel NORTHUMBERLAND 
struck and ruptured a 16-inch-diameter natural gas transmission pipeline 
about 1/2 nautical mile offshore in the Gulf of Mexico, and about 5 1/3 
nautical miles west of the jetties at the entrance to Sabine Pass, Texas. 
Natural gas under a pressure of 835 psig was released. An undetermined 
source on baard the vessel ignited the gas, and within seconds, the entire 
vessel was engulfed in flames. The fire on the vessel burned itself out on 
October 4. Leaking gas from the pipeline also continued to burn until 
October 4. 

When the accident occurred, the NORTHUMBERLAND was in shallow waters and 
close to shore, which was normal and usual for its trade. The water depth 
and the estimated draft of the vessel at the time of the accident were both 
about 10 feet. Consequently, the bottom of the vessel was close to the sea 
bottom or slightly penetrating the bottom when it struck the pipeline. 

Of the 14 crewmembers, 11 died as a result of the accident.’ 

’ A d d i t i o n a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  g i v e n  i n  t h e  a c c i d e n t  r e p o r t .  ( N a t i o n a l  
T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  S a f e t y  B o a r d .  1 9 9 0 .  F i r e  o n  b o a r d  t h e  F / V  NORTHUHEERLAND e n d  
r u p t u r e  o f  a n a t u r a l  g a s  t r a n s m i s s i o n  p i p e l i n e  i n  t h e  G u l f  o f  U e x i c o  n e a r  
S a b i n e  P a s s ,  T e x a s ,  O c t o b e r  3 ,  1989. P i p e l i n e  A c c i d e n t  R e p o r t  N T S E / P A R .  

9 0 / 0 2 .  W a s h i n g t o n ,  DC.) 
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The p ipe l ine ,  known as  t h e  High Is land l a t e r a l  p ipe l ine ,  was not f u l l y  

buried when i t  was s t ruck  by t h e  NORTHUMBERLAND. Diving surveys conducted 
a f t e r  t h e  acc ident  e s t ab l i shed  t h a t  t h e  unburied segments of  t h e  p ipe l ine  
were not confined t o  a l imi t ed  length ,  b u t  extended f o r  a s  much a s  400 f e e t  
i n  t h e  immediate accident  a r ea .  The q u a n t i t y  and type of  marine growth found 
on t h e  p i p e l i n e  ind ica ted  t h a t  t h e  p i p e l i n e  had been unburied f o r  a prolonged 
per iod.  Damage t o  t h e  concrete  coa t ing  a l s o  ind ica ted  t h a t  the p i p e l i n e  had 
been previous ly  s t r u c k  by o the r  ves se l s  o r  equipment towed by v e s s e l s .  

When cons t ruc ted  i n  1973, t h e  High Is land p ipe l ine  was placed i n  t h e  
bottom of  a t rench .  The cover,  a s  i nd ica t ed  on the a s - b u i l t  cons t ruc t ion  
p lans ,  was the v e r t i c a l  d i s t ance  from t h e  l eve l  of  t h e  sea  bottom down t o  t h e  
top  of  t h e  p i p e l i n e ;  the cover,  however, was not necessa r i ly  the same a s  t h e  
actual  depth of t h e  overburden ( t h e  sediment) t h a t  may have been over  the 
p i  pel i ne. 

The inves t iga t ion  revealed t h a t  t h e  opera tor  of  t h e  p ipe l ine  never 
inspected t h e  p ipe l ine  a f t e r  i t s  cons t ruc t ion  t o  confirm t h a t  na tura l  
sedimentat ion had f i l l e d  in  t h e  t rench and had returned t h e  sea  bottom t o  i t s  
na tura l  e l e v a t i o n ;  thus, i t  i s  not c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  t rench  f i l l ed  i n  and 
produced an overburden of t h e  depth shown on t h e  a s - b u i l t  cons t ruc t ion  plans 
and requi red  by t h e  right-of-way permit issued by t h e  U .  S. Army Corps of 
Engineers.  Because t h e  p ipe l ine  was supposed t o  have been buried a t  the time 
of cons t ruc t ion  b u t  was unburied a t  the time of t h e  acc iden t ,  the Sa fe ty  
Board i s  concerned t h a t  o t h e r  submerged p ipe l ines  may a l s o  be unburied and 
vulnerable  t o  damage and rupture .  

The opera tor  acknowledged t h a t  i t  d id  not have a program of  r e g u l a r  
inspec t ions  of i t s  of fshore  p ipe l ines  t o  determine i f  they  were unburied o r  
vu lnerable  t o  damage from su r face  ves se l s .  Ins tead ,  t h e  ope ra to r  adopted a 
r e a c t i v e  pol icy  of wai t ing u n t i l  t h e  ope ra to r  was made aware of  a hazardous 
condi t ion  before  tak ing  any remedial ac t ion ,  r a t h e r  than an a c t i v e  pol icy  of  
looking f o r  hazardous condi t ions  and co r rec t ing  them before an accident  
occurred I 

Federal r egu la t ions  (49 CFR 192.613) r e q u i r e  t h a t  each ope ra to r  of a gas 
p i  pel i ne have a procedure f o r  cont inuing survei  11 ance t o  determi ne unusual 
opera t ing  and maintenance condi t ions .  To have an e f f e c t i v e  procedure t h a t  
will a c t u a l l y  determine such condi t ions ,  an opera tor  must r egu la r ly  and 
a c t i v e l y  in spec t  f o r  these  unusual condi t ions .  Operators t y p i c a l l y  r e l y  on 
a e r i a l  o v e r f l i g h t s  t o  pa t ro l  t h e i r  o f f shore  p i p e l i n e s .  Although a e r i a l  
o v e r f l i g h t s  o r  su r f ace  p a t r o l s  a r e  useful t o  d e t e c t  l e a k s ,  they do not ,  i n  
t h e  Sa fe ty  Board’s view, s a t i s f y  t h e  needs f o r  cont inuing s u r v e i l l a n c e  
requi red  under sec t ion  192.613--to d e t e c t  t h a t  a p ipe l ine  has become unburied 
and vulnerable  t o  damage from su r face  v e s s e l s .  Also, because the ope ra to r  of 
t h e  High Is land  p i p e l i n e  d id  not  inspec t  i t ,  the ope ra to r  d i d  not  maintain 
t h e  p i p e l i n e  a s  requi red  by t h e  permit i s sued  by t h e  Corps. The p i p e l i n e  was 
exposed and vulnerable  t o  damage from su r face  ves se l s  because the opera tor  
d i d  not  have a program f o r  cont inuing s u r v e i l l a n c e  t h a t  incorporated r egu la r  
i n spec t ions  of  t h e  p ipe l ine .  
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The presence of  a submerged p ipe l ine ,  whether i t  is  o f f shore  o r  passes  
under a r i v e r  o r  o the r  body of water ,  i s  not obvious t o  a vessel  opera tor .  
Because submerged p ipe l ines  t r a n s p o r t  na tura l  gas  and hazardous l i q u i d s  t h a t  
can endanger l i f e  and property i f  r e l eased ,  p ipe l ine  ope ra to r s  have the 
primary r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  cons t ruc t ,  maintain,  and opera te  their p i p e l i n e s  i n  
a manner t h a t  does not endanger t h e  publ ic .  The Safe ty  Board i s  concerned 
t h a t  t h e  inspec t ion  and maintenance p r a c t i c e s  of the High Is land  p i p e l i n e  
opera tor  a r e  typ ica l  of o the r  opera tors  of submerged p i p e l i n e s  because o f  
testimony provided by indus t ry  a s soc ia t ions  before  t h e  House Subcommittee on 
the Coast Guard and Navigation. Consequently, many o t h e r  submerged p i p e l i n e s  
may not have been adequately buried and may be s i m i l a r l y  vulnerable  t o  
damage. Also, p i p e l i n e s  t h a t  were never required t o  be buried because of 
r egu la to ry  exemptions o r  grandfather ing provis ions a re  a l s o  l i k e l y  t o  be 
vulnerable  t o  damage. The majori ty  of a l l  submerged p ipe l ines  very l i k e l y  
have not  been r e g u l a r l y  inspected.  

The Sa fe ty  Board be l i eves  t h a t  t h e  only reasonable  long-term s o l u t i o n  
t o  minimize t h e  hazard posed t o  mariners and t h e  environment by unprotected 
submerged p i p e l i n e s  i s  t o  bury them where t h e  depth o f  water i s  comparable t o  
t h e  d r a f t s  of su r f ace  ves se l s .  The Safe ty  Board a l s o  be l ieves  t h a t  t h e  
opera tors  of  a l l  submerged p ipe l ines  should be requi red  t o  conduct r e g u l a r  
inspec t ions  t h a t  w i l l  ensure t h e  p ipe l ines  remain buried and not  become 
vulnerable  t o  damage from su r face  ves se l s .  

The Safe ty  Board recognizes t h a t  t h e  l e g i s l a t i v e  and regula tory  changes 
needed t o  achieve these  goa ls  a r e  long-term ac t ions .  I n  the in t e r im ,  a l l  
opera tors  of submerged p ipe l ines  should proceed with programs t o  in spec t  
their pipe1 i n e s  and t o  bury them where necessary.  

Therefore ,  a s  a r e s u l t  of t h i s  acc ident ,  t h e  National Transpor ta t ion  
Safe ty  Board recommends t h a t  t h e  I n t e r s t a t e  Natural Gas Assoc ia t ion  of 
America, the American Gas Associat ion,  t h e  American Publ ic  Gas Assoc ia t ion ,  
and t h e  American Petroleum I n s t i t u t e :  

Notify member companies of t h e  circumstances of t h e  acc ident  
involving t h e  rupture  o f  t h e  na tura l  gas  p ipe l ine  i n  the G u l f  of  
Mexico and t h e  f i r e  on board t h e  F/V NORTHUMBERLAND on October 3 ,  
1989, and recommend t h a t  members who opera te  submerged p i p e l i n e s  
e s t a b l i s h  and implement a program t o  conduct r egu la r  and adequate 
in spec t ions  o f  t h e i r  submerged p ipe l ines  and maintain them i n  
accordance with a s - b u i l t  cons t ruc t ion  plans and a l l  r ight-of-way 
permits .  (Class 11, P r i o r i t y  Action) (P-90-39) 

Also as a r e s u l t  of i t s  inves t iga t ion ,  t h e  Sa fe ty  Board issued 
recommendations t o  t h e  Zapata Haynie Corporat ion,  Natural Gas P ipe l ine  
Company of America, U.S. Department of Transpor ta t ion ,  Research and Special  
Programs Adminis t ra t ion,  U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Department of the I n t e r i o r ,  
Minerals Management Service,  U . S .  Army Corps of Engineers,  National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration, National Fish Meal and Oil Assoc ia t ion ,  
Louisiana Shrimp Associat ion,  and National Council of Fishing Vessel Safe ty  
and Insurance.  
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The National Transportation Safety Board is an independent Federal 
agency with the statutory responsibility "...to promote transportation safety 
by conducting independent accident investigations and by formulating safety 
improvement recommendations" (Public Law 93-633). The Safety Board is 
vitally interested in any actions taken as a result of its safety 
recommendations and would appreciate a response from you regarding action 
taken or contemplated with respect to the recommendation in this letter. 
Please refer to Safety Recommendation P-90-39 in your reply. 

KOLSIAD, Chairman, COUGHLIN, Vice Chairman, LAUBER, BURNETT, and HART, 
Members, concurred in this recommendation. 

James L. Kolstad 
Chairman 


