A TALE OF TWO
'GAS LEAKS: DDOR
'INVESTIGATIONS

BY FREANK €. MONTAGHNA

ECENTLY WE WERE CALLED TO INVESTIGATE AN

ador of gas in the basement of a three-story brick butlding.

The truck company entered the building with our gas

detector to search for the source. (The detector does not
have u digital readout. It just makes noise when gas 15 presenl. The
maore gas, the more noise it makes, )

They encountered o strong smell of gas: the detector was whining
away. During the investigation, it was noted that a stovetop burner
wis tumed on but not ignited. Having discovered the source of the
leak, o firefighter shut off the burner. T was then called into the build
ing because of an illegal occupancy problem unrelated to the leak. 1
noticed that although the truck company had vented the apartment,
the gas odor was stll strong.

Howe would we know if we had found the only leak? We continued
our investigation. The whining of the detector increased when we teat-
ed the atmosphere in the meter room, an indication thar there was an
mereased wmount of gas ot this location, We lumed off the meters.
When we did this: a sound, previously unnoticed. stopped. Apparently,
there was an audible gas leak in the flexible hose that connects the
clothes dryer w the gos ling, We had not noticed the sound but noted
it ahsence, The flexible connector 1% 4 common leak point, especial-
Iv in the case of older flexible mibing,

Afler shutting down the melers, we continued 1o get gus rewdings ol
the lncation where the gas service pipe entered the building. We now
suspected an external gas leak filtering into the building a1 the service
pipe entrunee. Our combustible gas detector continued (o indicate ele-
vated levels of gas in the basement while we were awaiting the
response of the utility company and one of our squad units, both
equipped with digial meters. A digial meter would indicute what per-
cant of the lower flammable limits of the gas was present; that mfor-
ntation would let me know if the atmosphere was hazardons. In the
meantime, [ ook no chances and begun evacuating the building.

By the time the utility and our squad company arrived, no natarsl
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gas could be detected. The odar had dissipated. The gas had finally
vented from the building. Althcugh no notural goas was present, the
utility worker informed me that he detected high levels of carbon
manoxide (CO) coming inte the building at the area where the gas
service line entered the building. He thought there might be an elec-
rrical manhole fire nearby and that the €O was seeping in by travel-
ing along an underground electrical conduir from the manhole into
the building.

There was no manhole fire, 5o that conld not be the source. |
asked the utility worker what gas would trick his meter into thinking
it-senzed CO. He said hydrocarbon vapors could do that, He put o
hydrocarbon filter on the meter and tested the area again, This time
his meter did not pick up CO at all. Apparently, some hydrocarban
liguid wits put into a nearby sewer, and the fumes were now seeping
into the building from a crack in the sewer ling that entered the
building near the gas pipe entrance. Once the hydrocarbon filter was
put on the meter, there were not enough fumes to register; without
the filter, however, there were enough fumes (o trick the meter into
thinking that CC} was present.

There is more o combustible gas detection than meets the eye. It
i not just tuming on the meter and reading the digital display,
Meters can be tricked by a number of conditions that may cause
them o give misleading readings. It is important to know your
meter’s capalites and limilations,

ANALYSIS

Ok, we had a gas leak. No, we had two gos lenks, No, we had three
gas leaks. Mo, we had two gas leaks and a buming manhole with an
secompanying CO problem. No, we had two gas leaks and a hydro
carbon vapor problem. Often, moutne responses can be- difficult w
resalvie and require detective work. We could easily have left the
seene of this ges leak after shutting down the stovetop burner. We
believed thut we had résolved the problem by shutting the stovetop
bumer, If we had left at that point, we might have had to return later
(o an explosion and a fre. Any Lime there is a gas leak in a building,
we must thoroughly check the area with a combustible gas meter,
Investigating without a meter is just not good enough. IT your unit
doesn't huve o meter, call one that does, A digital meter is the best
choice at these incidents. Digital meters tell you not only that gas is
present but also if the gas is a0 or approaching dangerous levels. A
multigas meter will alert you to other gases that may be present or, in
the case of oxymen, whether s level 15 kower or higher than normal.
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A Tale of Two Gas Leaks: Ddor Investigations

We are often called 1o homes and places
of business when the occupants smell o
think they smell natural pas, Somelimes it
turs oul o be a natral gus leak: other
times, the call is the result of some other
odor such as sewer gas seeping in through
dn open trap, a spilled flammable liquid,
fumes from a floor thai recently had
palyurethane applied, an odor from an adhe-
sive, ur even the odor of burning ncense.

When we are called. we try o identily
and locate the source of the reported odor,
Sometimes we recogiize the odor righ
away. After having responded o0 hundreds
of reported odor calls, we have developed a
talent for recogniving many of the most
commion odor sources. Other times, we

els of nutural gas for CO, A combustible s
meter I8 needed to detect the deodorized
natural gas, If you have a CO meter, bring it
along un your odor investigations. Carbon
monoxide, which is odorless, might be pres
ent in addition o whatever is creuting the
repoited offending odor,

Don’t commit all your personnel (o
searching for the leak in the structure, Keep
some outside in reserve. Often, as you
sedrch, you will become desensitized w the
ador you are trying to locate, Now is the
i for your réserve people (o take up the
search with their fresh noses and for the first
team to step outnde 1o allow their olfactory
senses to clear. You may have to rotate your
people if the search 1s extended. If ¥ou or

BEFORE YOU DECIDE THERE IS NO DANGER,
THAT NO ACTION NEED BE TAKEN, AND THAT
THE INCIDENT IS CLOSED, YOU MUST BE

CERTAIN THAT YOU DID ALL YOU COULD
TO LOCATE THE SOURCE OF THE ODOR.

amell nathing. The odor may have dissipated;
we may nol smell it because the caller's
sease of smell might be shurper than ours,
the odor might be intermitlent, or there has
never been an odor. There are many possi-
hilities; for example, the caller might hove
imagined the odor or might be using the
firefighters’ presence as 4 means of annoy-
ing the landlord with whom e muy be dis-
pulting,

Whatever the cause, we musi investigute.
For reported odors, it is prudent to bring in
whilever pus detectors of melers YO Cary.
Nuturally, & combustible gaz meter is peces-
gary: if it is o multigas meter, all the beter,
Nuturnl gas can have its odornt, mercaptan,
serubbed out, if the gus 15 passing through a
sandy soil before it enters the structure,
When o leak originates oulside of a struc
ture, the leaking gos can migrate great dis-
tances, underground, into the home. During
this migration, the odorant can be serubbed
oul of the nataral gus. In this case, the gus
might be present but may be undetectable
by the sense of smell, A homeowner's semi
conductor carbon monoxide alarm (the ype
that plugs into the wall outlet) can be ncked
Just as the utility worker's combustible gas

i detector. If the odomnt has been scrubbed

out, the CO detector may mistake high lev-

the occupant has vented the area, the odor
may have cleared, but it could retumn if the
arey 15 closed up. Try closing the windows
and wail to see if the odor recurs,

You may not be uble to find a source for
all odors. Onee you have used all of the
meuns at your disposal und have checked
the exposires and exterior for a source of
gas (including the occupancies above,
below, and on both sides), you muy have to
terminate the investigation without finding
and resolving the problem. By this time, the
odor may have dissipated. Tell the occupant
that you cannot find the canse of the odor or
any danger presented by it, Ask him to call
you should the odor return, It is likely that
the caller may feel cmbarmassed al this
point; try tw alleviate these feelings so that
he does ot hesitate to call you if the smell
renirns,

Of course, if there is any reason o believe
thut the odor may be harmiul or dangeroys,
quickly evacuate the occupants, and have
the firefighters don SCBA. When searching
fur an odor, you should, al least initially,
have your SCBA on your back and the fuce-
piece at the ready should it be determined
that a hazard is present. The vast majarity of
these calls do not invalve a hazard, but you
should ulways be prepared to aet o protect
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yourselfl if it should become necessary.

If you have un odor you feel might be
dangerous, whether toxic or flammable,
and you can’t find a source, get help. You
mity need the assistance of your hoe-mal
unit, the urility, or & povernmental agency.
You may need EMS to check out or frea
the occupunts,

Always notty your gas utility of any gas
leak and of all valves you shut down, Once
a leak 15 found and a valve shul. the utility
shomld check the entire system for addi-
tonal leaks. In the incident described
above, when we closed the valve, we muy
have salved the prohlem or we might have
missed o second gas leak somewhere in the
piping. Itas up o the utlity and the occu-
pant to ensure that, in fact, there are no
additional leaks and that the gas system is
safe before it 1s urned beck on. Firshighters
ara not equipped or trained © comduct this
type of extended investigation; nor is it our
responsibality. Never open o gos meter of
valve once you have shut it down. Notify
the utility; let it determine when, how, or if
service should be restored.

When you are the incident commuander,
yuu aré responsible for the public’s safety

| Before you decide there is no dunger, thil
no action need be taken, and that the inci-

dent is closed, you must be certain that vou
did all you could to locate the source of the
odor. Use all of the wols ot vour disposul
and all of yvour experiance to locae the
odor’s source.

As previously mentioned, there will be
times when you cannot locate the source.
This is where the art of firefighting comes
in. You will have to make a judgment call
concermning the presence or ahsence of a
huzard. Bise that call on your meter read
ings, information you gather al the scene,
and vour experience and traiming. Your
department should provide you with the
pecessary meters and tools and the appro-
priate training to use them effectively and

interprel the readings  they registér. The |

training must be ongoing. Never miss un
apportunity to train your subordinales or
yoursell. Trained Arefighters will be able
fo collect more complete and accurile
information for you and will bener under-
stand the meuning of the information they
gather. The overall result will be better
decizions by the incident commander.
Experience. unforiunately, can be gained
only one day at & time. The more you have,
the better your decisions will he. Bl
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