25 YEARS

of ust
compliance
Looking Back — and Looking Forward
by Brad Hoffman

F

ew developments have changed the landscape in the retail
petroleum industry as dramatically as the 1984 amendments
to the federal Resource Conservation and Recovery Act. With

one stroke of the pen, President Ronald Reagan put in place a set of
regulations that brought underground storage tanks (USTs) within
the jurisdiction of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
These much-anticipated regulations launched a
radically new era of environmental compliance
for petroleum dispensing facilities.
While expensive and arduous for most
operators, the bold new regulations were created
for noble reasons. At the time, the EPA estimated
Brad Hoffman

that 25 percent of the 2 million USTs in the United
States were leaking liquid petroleum hydrocarbons

and other hazardous chemicals into the ground. With nearly half of
the nation’s drinking water coming from groundwater supplies, leaking
USTs were becoming an extraordinary problem.
Now, 25 years later, the EPA reports that nearly 1.7 million of those
USTs have been properly closed and removed; that incidents of leaks
have been reduced from 67,000 per year in 1990 to about one-tenth
of that number in 2008; and that more than 377,000 leaks have been
cleaned up.
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Clockwise from top left: Excavated leaking UST, circa 1985;
Station tank testing, 1998; Tank deflection testing option, 1991;
Line test, 1990.

Today, there are approximately 623,000 federally
regulated USTs in the United States. With the environmental success accomplished so far, the EPA is taking a

the ground around the unprotected fill pipes and from
dispensers leaking into the soil.
The new regulations initially focused on testing

fresh look at UST regulations—examining what has worked,

existing tanks and pipes, and stopping corrosion of existing

what hasn’t and what’s changed. This is no random exercise.

steel tanks. Seemingly overnight, dozens of companies

The EPA will use this data to draft updated regulations that

were formed to fill the new, substantial demand for UST

will take us through the next 25 years.

testing and compliance services.
First came “volumetric” systems, which measure

a Look back
Much has changed in the world of UST environ-

product level and temperature changes over a period
of time to calculate a change in volume. If the volume

mental compliance over the past 25 years. In previous days,

change is larger than a predetermined threshold, the tank

fuel in a UST was measured with a dipstick dropped into

is declared to be leaking.

the tank once a day. Leaks typically went undetected—

Following quickly thereafter was an array of “non-

often until an oil slick appeared in a nearby stream or foul-

volumetric” test systems. The most popular proved to

tasting water came out of a tap. By that point, the problem

be the vacuum method, which eliminated the need to

was big—and so was the price tag for clean-up. Even if a

fill tanks prior to testing, thereby mitigating many of the

gas station’s tanks and piping weren’t leaking, considerable

significant logistical and safety issues inherent in other

contamination occurred from delivery hoses draining into

testing systems.
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Also of intense focus in the early days of compliance
programs was controlling corrosion in unprotected bare

broaDeNiNg reguLatory scoPe
The EPA’s UST regulations set minimum standards

steel tanks. Many UST leaks were occurring through

throughout the country. They defined baseline technical

holes that developed as steel tanks and piping corroded.

requirements for protection from leaks, as well as for

By December 1998, steel tanks and piping had to be

establishing financial responsibility in the event a leak

protected from corrosion. Existing tanks were protected by

did occur. Many state and local governments took the

installing cathodic protection systems. New UST systems

requirements further—in some cases, much further.

were either made of cathodically protected steel or of noncorrodible materials, such as fiberglass.
A large percentage of the “Mom and Pop” gas station

California is a prime example. The California Air
Resources Board (CARB) created additional regulations
designed to minimize the air pollution generated by UST

operators that were so prevalent in the 1980s chose to

fueling systems. This was the genesis of Stage II vapor

exit the market after 1998, rather than face the often

recovery systems. CARB standards, which have been

exorbitant costs of upgrading their sites. This radical shift

adopted in other states, as well, also included compliance

in the market has led to the elimination of more than

testing for pressure decay, dynamic backpressure, air/liquid

two out of every three USTs in the United States since
implementation of the regulations.

We’ve Got You Covered...
with Pipe Guards and Bollards.

Stage II dispenser
training, 2009, top;
Leak detector testing,
2009, bottom.

Universal now offers a complete line of pipe guards and bollards to protect
property and expensive dispensers from traffic collisions. All pipe guards and
bollards are constructed from schedule 40 pipe and delivered to you primed
and ready for custom painting. We also offer stainless steel pipe guards
and bollards.
Call 1-800-223-0741 today for complete details.

478 Schiller St. • Elizabeth, NJ 07206
Phone: 800-223-0741 • Fax: 800-443-8258
Email: sales@universalvalve.com
universalvalve.com
© 2010 Universal Valve Co.
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ratio, vacuum vent cap integrity, drop tube integrity and

The evolution of the company for which I work

others. Stage I vapor recovery requirements have since

illustrates the point. In 1989, more than 90 percent of

been adopted at the federal level, and new requirements

Tanknology’s business was derived from tank testing.

are currently being phased in.

Today, tank testing is less than 20 percent of our work.

California also implemented testing requirements

The remaining 80 percent represents tests and services

for secondary containment systems, including tank

related to other UST requirements that have come into

and line interstitial spaces, sumps, and spill containers.

existence since then. Field technicians, who in 1989

California and some other state regulations require annual

had a single certification for tank tightness testing, today

inspections of the permanent monitoring systems that are

frequently have more than 20 certifications for the various

installed to monitor the UST systems.

technologies they utilize, test and certify.

Other regulatory inspections or actions required
in some jurisdictions include site maintenance and
compliance inspections, fuel integrity sampling and

the Next 25 years
The EPA is now looking ahead. In a process involving

testing, tank deflection testing, fuel filtration and cleaning

a wide array of industry stakeholders, including PEI, the

requirements, meter calibration, and continuity testing.

agency is preparing to revise, update and, in many cases,

The list goes on and on.

expand the regulations governing UST sites. One of its top

Preventative Maintenance at its Purest!
RCI Technologies has

“The Permanent Solution” for removing water and dirt in:
ALL ENGINE APPLICATIONS
FUEL STORAGE TANKS
DISPENSER PUMPS
EMERGENCY GEN-SETS
MARINE APPLICATIONS

No serviceable parts, No filters, screens or any other parts that need to be
scraped, cleaned or replaced. Particulate removal to 10 microns. 99% water removal.
Reduce down time and maintenance costs, increase engine performance and mileage.
Diesel Fuel Purifiers – ½ gpm up to 400 gpm flow rates.
Portable Tank Cleaning Units – 14 gpm up to 60 gpm flow rates
Automatic Fuel Recirculating Systems – single and multiple tank systems

1/2 gpm
Fuel Purifier

We accept Visa, MasterCard and American Express
DEALER INQUIRIES WELCOME!

400 gpm
Fuel Purifier

Portable Tank
Cleaning Unit

Automatic Fuel Recirculating System
NEMA4 508A

462 Borrego Court, Ste. D ● San Dimas, CA 91773
Phone: (800) 868-2088 • (909) 305-1241 ● Fax: (909) 305-1245
Web: www rcitechnologies.com ● E-mail: info@rcitechnologies.com
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priorities is to meet a mandate created by the Energy Act

testing of automatic tank gauges, probes, sensors,

of 2005 requiring inspection of all regulated USTs at least

line leak detectors and alarms

once every three years.

•

Some of the additional areas of potential focus related
to release prevention include:
•

high throughput facilities, such as truck stops
•

inventory reconciliation and continuous in-tank

such as overfill equipment functionality testing,

leak detection systems
•

A possible ban on new ball floats and increased
regulation of existing flow restrictors
Verification and testing when repairs are made to
interstitial areas or after non-release tank repairs.

Related to release detection, some of the significant
changes being considered are:
•

Mandating periodic operational checks and

Exploring how to address interstitial alarms in
terms of reporting suspected releases

testing and interstitial integrity testing

•

Additional technologies, such as statistical

Operation and maintenance requirements,
mandatory walk-through inspections, spill bucket

•

More stringent release detection requirements for

•

Adjusting leak rates and other performance
criteria based on the method of release detection.

One hot button that also has the attention of the EPA
is the impact to fueling systems from alternative biofuels.
Questions have arisen about their compatibility with
certain older fiberglass and steel tanks, and associated
components.
Concerns also are being raised about the accuracy
of current leak detection systems in tanks containing
ethanol-blended fuels. The EPA has commissioned a
study to evaluate this issue. If the fears are validated, the

protecting your liquid assets

ramifications for the industry could be enormous.
The EPA also is examining whether to regulate,

Let PetroTechnik handle
your DEF exhaust additive
piping requirements.
The PetroTechnik UPP System approval
of UL 971 covers all UL test fuel categories
and has been independently assessed for full
compatibility with DEF additives.

One piping system CAN do it all!

exclude or continue to defer regulations governing
release detection for emergency generator USTs, airport
hydrant systems, field-constructed USTs, wastewater
treatment tank systems and systems containing radioactive
substances. Most of these systems were excluded from the
initial regulations because economically practical methods
for leak detection did not exist at the time. However, that
is not necessarily the case today. The EPA is likely to be
interested in monitoring those systems if it can be proven
economically viable to do so.
These are just some of the considerations the agency
says it is contemplating. So what’s likely to actually
happen? It’s difficult to predict what will change. But a
study of how the regulations have evolved, particularly in
leading states like California, suggests there will be more
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personnel on site and periodically by a qualified third

chemicals from damaging our environment. Regulations

party. It also likely would mean more ongoing verification

have evolved, been strengthened and expanded to touch

of the detection and prevention systems that are in place.

virtually every aspect of a fueling facility. Tremendous

As anyone involved in UST inspection knows,

progress has been made. And in the months ahead, the

complying with the letter of the law doesn’t mean you

EPA will be determining what the next stage will look like

won’t end up spending hundreds of thousands of dollars

for all of us.

cleaning up a leak. For example, our experience shows
that a large percentage of double-contained systems have
leaked, even after they were upgraded to comply with the

Brad Hoffman is vice president of Engineering,

new regulations. Leaks from spill containers are another

Research & Development for Tanknology Inc.

example. There is increasing evidence that they are one of

of Austin, Texas. Hoffman is a 20-year industry

the main sources of leaks at dispensing facilities.

veteran who was formerly an engineer and program

Clearly, the UST compliance program launched by

manager for Exxon. He serves on a variety of PEI

the EPA 25 years ago was only the beginning of the effort

and API technical committees. Hoffman can be

to keep liquid petroleum hydrocarbons and dangerous

reached via e-mail at bhoffman@tanknology.com.

Protect your
Investment with a
Unique System

a subsidiary of ZCL Composites Inc.

The Prezerver Enhanced Protection Program is an innovative “system” solution
for owners of petroleum fueling facilities, providing a level of equipment reliability
and third party liability protection that is unique to the petroleum equipment industry.
At the center of the ZCL Prezerver System, are the industryʼs leading choices for
product storage the Prezerver double wall fiberglass underground tank or the
ZCL Phoenix System®.

• An environmentally secure, secondarily contained
fueling system
• A unique, comprehensive 10 year insurance policy
that is non cancelable and can be transferred
• Experienced onsite third party inspection with a
professional, site specific report provided to the
owner

• Designed to meet state financial responsibility
requirements
• Alternative protection to state fund coverage

• Industry leading system equipment components

www.xerxes.com • (952) 887-1890 phone • (952) 887-1882 fax
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