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Summary:

PHMSA proposes to codify requirements for operators desiring to operate new or existing transmission pipelines at an MAOP equal to 80 percent of the pipeline’s specified minimum yield strength (SMYS) in Class 1 locations, 67 percent SMYS in Class 2  and 56 percent SMYS in Class 3.  The existing regulations allow a maximum stress level of 72 percent in Class 1 locations, 60 percent in Class 2 and 50 percent in Class 3.

Background:

Over the past 20 years, the nation’s energy pipeline transportation network has benefited from dramatic improvements in material technology, metallurgy, construction practices, operations and maintenance practices and integrity management.  PHMSA conducted a public meeting on March 21, 2006, to determine interest and receive feedback on pipelines operating at elevated stress levels.  Experts presented relevant topics on metallurgy, fracture mechanics, pipeline reliability and other aspects of pipeline design, construction and operations at the public meeting.  The overall response was supportive for allowing pipelines to operate at increased stress levels.  On June 28, 2006, PHMSA presented the MAOP special permit (formerly called waiver) concept to the Technical Pipeline Safety Standards Committee and also received favorable feedback.   PHMSA subsequently developed conditions for operators, under a Special Permit, to operate certain pipelines at up to 80 percent SMYS.  The conditions contained in the Special Permits were developed based on topics presented at the public meeting, public comments to the docket and known best practices.  The conditions were subject to public notice and comment through individual special permit applications and have evolved slightly to the final form in the proposed rule as PHMSA gained experience in their application.  Moreover, the conditions collectively comprised a “life cycle management” approach to natural gas pipelines.  The approach touched every aspect of the life of a pipeline including materials, design, construction practices, operations & maintenance and integrity management.  Since 2006, PHMSA granted six Special Permits to operators allowing operation of pipelines under conditions largely consistent with the proposed regulations.  PHMSA currently has about ten other applications pending.  Codifying the requirements is expected to provide significant relief on PHMSA technical and regional staff, who review MAOP special permit applications. 
The proposed rule proposes modifications to the parts of the regulation covering design, establishing MAOP and overpressure protection for natural gas transmission pipelines.  Compared with conditions contained in MAOP Special Permits granted over the past two years, some additional measures and requirements were added, clarifying the intent of conditions and addressing PHMSA observations of operator performance under the Special Permits.
