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while back, Peoples Natural Gas 
customers paid millions of dollars 
for gas that the North Shore utility 
couldn’t account for and its custom-

ers may not have received. In 2015, 4.4% 
of the gas that Peoples took into its system 
wasn’t there when the utility tallied the vol-
umes it delivered to customers. 

The utility company has been working on 
the issue – it has accelerated plans to replace 
bare steel infrastructure, and for the past year 
it has been working to map leaks from its 
pipelines within the city of Pittsburgh though 
car-mounted emission sensors.

But its rate of unaccounted for gas – a met-
ric that utilities operating in Pennsylvania 
must report to state regulators – remains the 
highest of its peers.

Where does all that missing fuel go? It 
could be leaking out of old pipes or valves. 
It could be that the gas meters, many of 
them old, aren’t recording accurate mea-
surements. It’s also possible that a portion 
of the “lost” gas isn’t actually lost at all – 
perhaps it’s stuck en route to the customer 
when the meter reader visits.

This kind of problem could be an issue for 
any utility in the state. In 2013, the Pennsylvania 
Public Utility Commission (PUC), recognizing 
that customers of many companies foot the bill 
for phantom gas, established a standard method 
for calculating it.

What makes Peoples’ situation unique, 
however, is that in addition to gas mains 
and distribution lines that crawl beneath 
700,000 homes and businesses in west-
ern Pennsylvania supplying customers with 
natural gas for cooking and heat, the com-
pany also operates more than 1,000 miles of 
gathering pipelines. 

These pipes carry natural gas from old, 
shallow oil and gas wells – most of them 
drilled decades ago – that still supply a healthy 
chunk of the gas sent to Peoples customers.

And in these gathering pipes, 9.2% of the 
gas that goes in at the meter behind the well 
sites is unaccounted for at the other end. A 
few years ago, Peoples began a study of its 
gathering system to get a better idea of what’s 
going on, said Lynda Petrichevich, director 

of rates and regulatory affairs at the utility.
“We know the possible causes,” she 

said, noting that inaccurate measure-
ments are considered to be one of the 
main culprits. “It’s just how much is each 
one contributing.”

During the PUC’s annual review of 
Peoples’ gas costs last year, the agency’s 
staff expressed concern at the company’s 
lost gas on its gathering system and advised 
the utility to keep working on getting that 
number down.

It’s been a focus of the commission for 
some time. “We cared about unaccounted for 
gas before it was cool,” said spokesman Nils 
Hagen-Frederiksen.

The PUC put a cap on how much cus-
tomers would be expected to pay for the 
misplaced gas. In 2016, utilities could not 
recover the cost for more than 5% of their 
lost gas from customers. By 2020, the cap 
drops to 3%.

But the limit applies only to the distribu-
tion system, which for most Pennsylvania 
utilities is all they have. For Peoples, cus-
tomers still reimburse the company for all 
of the unaccounted for gas on its gathering 

lines, even at a rate of 9%.
Andrew Place, vice chairman of the PUC, 

said that with a few years of data under 
its belt, the commission is now looking at 
whether it makes sense to exclude gathering 
from the cost-recovery cap. It’s also con-
sidering how utilities can identify the exact 
contributors to the problem.

The issue is multifaceted, Place said.
“It touches on the financial piece for con-

sumers, it touches on safety and it touches 
on environmental matters,” he said.

Leaking Pipes
That’s why it’s not just consumer advo-

cate groups paying attention to lost gas, 
but also environmental groups like the New 
York-based Environmental Defense Fund 
which studies methane emissions.

The organization is spearheading an effort 
to get the natural gas industry nationally to 
follow Pennsylvania’s example and come 
up with a standard formula for calculating 
unaccounted for gas. Doing so would give 
utilities and the environmentalists who are 
concerned about methane, a potent green-
house gas, a better picture of how much is 

Peoples Natural Gas is making a determined effort to eliminate lost and unaccounted for gas. 
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