
The danger of cast iron gas pipes 
 
Cracks in cast-iron natural gas pipes have led to explosions at multiunit residential 
buildings, causing property destruction, severe injuries, and death. An increasing number of 
reported incidents related to aged pipes prompted the U.S. Department of Transportation’s 
Pipeline Hazardous Materials Safety Administration to require the replacement of the lines, 
but the law sets no specific time frame or procedure for retrofitting. The federal 
government requires only that every gas company provide a document addressing the 
condition of their pipes and a replacement plan. 
 

 

The lack of a prescribed replacement deadline means that companies can be in compliance with plan 
filings without actually replacing the pipes in a timely manner. That was the case in Alabama in 
December 2013, when an explosion in an apartment complex killed at least one resident and severely 
and permanently wounded others. The apartment complex knew nothing of the dangers presented by 
the piping and had no control over a potential exodus of tenants once the cause was discovered. 
  
When tragedies like the one in Alabama occur, the utility company most likely will pay for property 
repairs and injuries or loss of life, but delays are almost certain and it is unclear who will pay for the 
loss of income from lease non-renewals or lost prospective business due to concerns over gas pipe 
integrity. Public knowledge of the problem could affect other apartment complexes as well. 
  
Turn Up the Heat 
  
There is little an apartment building owner or condominium board can do regarding the gas mains and 
conduits to their buildings. But they can put pressure on state and local utility regulators as well as 
gas companies to immediately replace old cast-iron lines. With a fairly simple request for information 
on the location of cast-iron gas pipes, a multiunit residential owner or manager could at least discover 
if their complex is at risk or has already been retrofitted. If your lines have already been replaced, 
that could be a selling point! 
  
While the utility’s insurer will most likely cover an apartment or condo’s losses, a catastrophic incident 
such as a gas explosion is a complicated affair that can include years of delays, legal disputes and 
generally negative publicity. Additionally, as in the Alabama case, injured parties will most likely sue 
both the utility and the residential complex, in which case it would be nice to have a commercial 
liability insurance policy that also provides media relations assistance and legal consultation outside of 
litigation defense. Investigators may also make time-consuming or otherwise costly demands of your 
business as they try to assess exactly what happened and who is at fault. It’s in situations like these 
that all the right “bells and whistles” on a commercial insurance policy may be music to a 
policyholder’s ears. 
  
Don’t assume it can’t happen to you or that the gas company’s insurer will swoop in to make things 
right. You might have to rely on your insurer, so check with your insurance agent on how your 
property and liability policies would respond and check with your local natural gas utility on the use 
and replacement of cast-iron pipes feeding your residential units. 
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