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NORTH ANDOVER — Columbia Gas said Thursday that restoration of gas service across the Merrimack

Valley could take “several months,” a dark new prediction for local business owners and residents as

frustrations continue to grow with the company amid uncertainty over the future.

“We are just getting so many [different] answers, I don’t know exactly how we will be affected,” said

Gas service could take ‘several months’ to restore in Merrimack Valley

By Milton J. Valencia and Matt Rocheleau

GLOBE STAFF  SEPTEMBER 21, 2018

Salute to Nurses

 69

JESSICA RINALDI/GLOBE STAFF

Gas workers tended to pipes off Brookfield Street in South Lawrence.
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Shahram Naghibi, owner of the Chama Grill on Main Street. While his restaurant has no gas, it has

served as the location for a meeting between Governor Charlie Baker, Town Manager Andrew W. Maylor,

and dozens of business owners who have gone without service since last week’s gas fires and explosions

rocked communities in North Andover, Andover, and Lawrence.

Naghibi said he has to decide whether to convert to propane gas, a costly endeavor, or wait out the

restoration of service.

“It would come out of my own pocket, but the whole goal is getting back into business,” he said. “It

doesn’t look like we will be opening soon.”

Get Metro Headlines in your inbox:
The 10 top local news stories from metro Boston and around New England delivered daily.

More than 8,600 gas customers could go without service entering the winter months, as Columbia Gas

finalizes plans to replace the 48-mile cast-iron pipeline system in those areas. The company’s fast-

tracked strategy has unnerved experts, who called it an ambitious project that could jeopardize public

safety. Across South Lawrence on Thursday, Columbia Gas crews and subcontractors could be seen

digging up streets as construction begins, the gas utility announced.

On Thursday, Baker said state officials have been involved in the planning process to make sure that

properly qualified workers will be in place, and that they set an appropriate deadline to restore service as

soon as possible. He did not address Columbia’s prediction — posted as an update for residents on the

company’s website — that it could take “several months for those on the system directly impacted by the

incident.” The company initially said it could take weeks to restore service, although it had not set an

official timeline.

“We want to make sure the process is a timely but reliable one,” the governor said. “It needs to be brisk,

but it’s got to be done by credentialed and certified people, who have had experience doing this kind of

work before, so you don’t have to worry about the safety question.”

The work will include checking systems inside houses and businesses, as well as the infrastructure

outside, he said.
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The governor would not say what workers would be involved, saying that information would be in a plan

that is slated to be released Friday.

More than 80 homes were damaged by fires and explosions last week. One person was killed in a home

explosion, and dozens of others were injured.

The National Transportation Safety Board is investigating the cause of the explosions, though over

pressurization is suspected. Pressure was flowing through the pipes at 12 times the normal rate,

according to a preliminary review.

Baker said federal authorities remain in charge of the investigation. “What we’re doing is giving them

access to anything they’re looking for.”

An NTSB spokesman said Thursday investigators “have not reached any conclusions.” He said, based on

the timeline of past pipeline investigations, it may be weeks before even preliminary findings of the

probe are announced.

In the meantime, residents have attempted to return to normalcy. Raymond Gonzalez, owner of Coco

Rays taqueria in South Lawrence, who said he lost thousands of dollars in spoiled food when his

electricity was shut off, was able to reopen and business was returning Thursday. While Gonzalez has

gas, his neighbors do not, and he was offering discounts to locals and residents in shelters.

“I see a big hole right now in South Lawrence, it’s not complete,” he said. “It feels too empty.”

In Andover, the town set up outside showers with hot water for residents without water heaters.

Columbia Gas has set up claims centers to help residents and business owners cover immediate losses,

though the governor has set up a Greater Lawrence Disaster Relief Fund in partnership with local

community groups to help sustain residents and businesses. Baker said more than 500 businesses could

be affected.

“Our small businesses, our local businesses, are really the lifeline for so many things,” said Maylor, the

North Andover town manager.

“One of the real challenges right now for businesses and residents is the uncertainty of not knowing

what’s next.”

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsulpay6toN7pAEJxLj-4bfe_ky8ZtU45yijdi9Z7FEKaz0_YncofM5O19XkeE56AObJUstxDC5RxfMUa2ULXOkn43pgmeb5CYeK_GhXoT8nM7ogtenkCUKtwLCpe7nooEJFywe_GRwRAxNOEZDVzqjtCJ4Z4izrszQaNZnqr89pw_xuG0A3o3oZgLmNC_xcdM53lbYXyx618nv8TkLkpI0AL6AF-ntCfD5A84UAe2tPzSDjgst5EH1GiAiuR4xnWJzE8XmF1z2rv3M0&sai=AMfl-YRNVZjqapQVu7v8h4D72UgRxccEXbI6yrruxFJzDkdB2cH55LfchgrBQx0KSgaWUh-VfQ3OB9Iqa4FkD2PSsN2Io3wPAsoYd4lEST_3GM4eEgMBRcKIg5s7ImE&sig=Cg0ArKJSzJqagx1UaBu6&adurl=https://www.koreanair.com/global/en/booking/booking-gate.html%3Fxcid%3Dhp_KE_ads_en_US_LAX_ROS_20190109_BOSGlobe_Booking_Page%26inflowroute%3DBOSGlobeBookingPage


Gas service could take ‘several months’ to restore in Merrimack Valley, says Columbia - The Boston Globe

https://www.bostonglobe.com/...could-take-several-months-restore-merrimack-valley-says-columbia/o6AML5NcrX0svg2sATqgoI/story.html[3/10/2019 6:34:45 PM]

Milton J. Valencia can be reached at milton.valencia@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter

@miltonvalencia.
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