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 Every natural gas leak has the 
potential to be dangerous, Rock 
Energy Cooperative’s natural gas 
superintendent says.
 Randy Gant 
re� ected on 
his 42 years in 
the industry 
after the July 
10 natural gas 
explosion in 
Sun Prairie, 
Wis., that 
killed a volun-
teer � re� ghter, 
injured several 
other people, 
destroyed three buildings and dam-
aged many others. 
 “It’s rough on the whole community 
of natural gas workers and emergency 
� rst responders when something like 
this happens,” he said.
 During his career, Gant has experi-
enced two incidents as serious as the 
Sun Prairie one and many others that 
didn’t rise to that level. Fortunately, no 
major accidents have occurred during 
his 12 years at Rock Energy.
 Because every leak could lead to an 
explosion, natural gas workers and � rst 
responders must always be prepared 
for the worst-case scenario, Gant said. 
Rock Energy crews respond to about 
225 reports of natural gas leaks each 
year. Most are minor incidents caused 
by problems with gas appliances, ser-
vice lines running to buildings or gas 
pipes inside buildings.  
 But an average of six every year 
involve damage to a high-pressure 
underground gas main, usually caused 
when an excavator hits a pipeline. 
� ese dig-ins present a dangerous sit-
uation that requires crews to use their 
emergency training.
 Gant stressed that protecting life, 
and then property, is always the � rst 
step. Emergency personnel must work 
fast to evacuate people from the area. 

Rock Energy educates area � re and 
rescue departments about the dangers 
of natural gas and the steps to take in 
an emergency because they likely will 
arrive at the scene before natural gas 
workers, he said.
 � e co-op also frequently reminds 
the public that a natural gas leak must 
be taken seriously with its message of 
“Smell gas? Act fast!” 
 Quick action likely saved many 
lives in Sun Prairie, Gant said. When 
a gas main is hit, the natural gas that 
escapes can migrate through sewer 
lines into nearby buildings, where 
the gas accumulates, and an ignition 
source can cause an explosion. 
 About 40 minutes passed between 
the time the Sun Prairie leak was 
reported and the explosion occurred. 
During that time, Sun Prairie � re-
� ghters evacuated an estimated 110 
people from the immediate area. � e 
death of one � re� ghter was a tremen-
dous tragedy, but it could have been 
much worse without the � rst respond-
ers’ quick action, he said.
 Knowing what to do in a natural 
gas emergency is vital, but prevent-
ing accidents is even more important, 
Gant said. Rock Energy provides 
information to excavators in the area 

alerting them to safe digging practices. 
� e � rst step is always calling 811 so 
underground utilities can be marked, 
he said. 
 � at call also must be placed by 
homeowners working on small proj-
ects, such as planting trees or shrubs, 
building a deck or installing a mailbox. 
Gant urged people to be proactive in 
preventing natural gas accidents.
 “If you see that your neighbor is 
digging, and the area isn’t marked, go 
over and ask if they’ve called 811,” he 
said. “Tell him you’re just looking out 
for his safety.”
 � e Sun Prairie accident has 
reminded the public about the dangers 
of natural gas and the importance 
of preventing dig-ins, Gant said. He 
urged everyone to learn how to rec-
ognize gas leaks and, most important, 
what to do in an emergency. � at 
information is available at www.rock.
coop/NaturalGas.
 “Natural gas is one of the safest 
and most reliable forms of energy, 
but it’s also something to be cautious 
of,” Gant said. “By understanding 
the potential dangers and working 
together to deal with them correctly, 
everyone can feel safer.”
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Sun Prairie � rst responders work quickly to evacuate the area after a natural 
gas pipe was hit on July 10.
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