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by Doug Guenther

Options for heating during
prolonged power outages

ansans sustained two
major ice storms in 2007.

Tens of thousands of homes
and rural farmsteads and

scores of cities and rural
water systems were

impacted with each occurrence.
Being without power for a day is
an issue; being without power for
several weeks is a challenge.
There were some rural homes in
Lane County out of power for
almost three months early in 2007.
The temperature was often below
freezing. For water systems, it’s
critical to have heat in well houses
and booster stations because in
subzero conditions, greater damage
could occur due to freezing of
pipes and components.

Many water systems in Kansas
rely on electricity to heat well

houses, booster
pump stations and
chlorination
buildings. That’s
because
electricity is
the primary
energy
source for
powering
these
facilities.
There is
generally

a cost savings in
construction to heat with
electricity. While it would be
preferable to have a backup
generator, the purchase cost is
often seen as out of reach by many
small towns and rural water
districts. Renting a unit when it’s
needed is next to impossible,
especially immediately after a
storm. Or it may require days to

obtain one. Generators suitable for
most systems cost in a range
beginning at about $10,000.

The recent December ice storm
was more widespread than the
western Kansas storm earlier in the

year. Generators furnished by the
Kansas National Guard in the first
storm were scarce to nonexistent.
Rental companies’ supplies were
quickly spoken for. Some of the
systems that did not lose power
and which had

generators loaned
their units to other cities or RWDs.
KRWA assisted many systems in
locating necessary equipment. 

12 miles of snowdrifts

One city that was affected in
the first storm called and asked if I
had any ideas how they should
handle their situation. Their water
storage tank was full and would

last for about three days. The well
house however, 12 miles from the
city, was inaccessible due to
drifted roads. The well house and
chlorination building had electric
heat and power was off. 

I suggested the operator
contact the county to enlist their

attention to open the road
to the city’s well field.

Five hours later, the
operator ended

up hitching a
ride in a front-
end loader,
carrying
along a
liquid
propane tank
and heater.

The
temperature

was down to 38
degrees. The

propane supply would
allow the heater to

operate for 12 hours and by
then, he could return with a new
supply of fuel. It was a quick
remedy that didn’t require an
electrical generator to keep the
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For water systems, it’s critical to have heat in well
houses and booster stations because in subzero
conditions, greater damage could occur due to
freezing of pipes and components.
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city’s well house and chlorination
building from freezing. Needless
to say, this city has since installed
a backup generator that will
operate on propane. It is installed
permanently on the location. They
also have a vent free propane
heater in the well house. The
generator is useful only for this
site.

Concern for carbon monoxide

During the December ice
storm, I know of homes where
owners used camping heaters to
maintain temperatures above
freezing. Extreme caution is in
order when operating these units

in an enclosed area. The propane
heater consumes oxygen to burn
efficiently. Using this type and
other fuel-power units creates
carbon monoxide. In a well-
insulated environment, the CO
levels can become dangerously
high. Most manufacturers include
low-level oxygen sensors to shut
down the unit to avoid this

Above: This 28,000 BTU portable
heater will heat nearly 1,000 sq. feet for

emergency use. The tank will provide
fuel for about 18 hours of operation.

Above: This heater is located in the tower
control room at the city of Dorrance. Operating
on natural gas, this 10,000 BTU unit heats
approximately 800 sq. feet. 

Below: “Mr. Heater” is an 18,000
BTU unit that will operate on even a
small 14.5 oz cylinder. The unit
shown is adapted to a bulk tank; the
cost is about $129 at a farm supply.
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Options for heating . . .

dangerous situation. You will find
very few portable heaters that are
rated for indoor use today. It is
one thing to heat a booster station
or well house with a portable
propane heater; it’s quite another
to do so for a home. 

There are many models of
radiant heaters, both natural gas
and propane, that produce from
less than 5,000 BTUs to much
more. The larger BTU heaters
attach onto bulk mount propane
tanks, usually the 20-pound tanks
commonly used for barbeque
grills. That size heater will
produce 10,000 to 45,000 BTUs.
These heaters should only be used
out of doors or in well-ventilated
areas. They should not be used in

homes unless the heaters are
specifically identified for indoor
use and equipped with safety
devices. 

The time to consider
purchasing emergency equipment
is not at the time of an emergency.
It would be interesting to know
how many commercial and
residential type generators were
sold during the December 2007
storm. There’s no doubt that the
cost was not as competitive had
the purchase been made when
conditions were more normal. 

I hope you will consider
attending the annual conference in
Wichita, March 25 – 27.
Emergency planning and mutual
aid receives a lot of attention on
the program. I encourage you to
attend these sessions:

• NIMS, Emergency Tabletop 
Exercise, Tuesday, 3/25 
starting at 10 a.m.

• Under Pressure Installations, 
Wednesday, 3/26 at 10:45 a.m.

• Mutual Aid: Help is on the 
Way!, Wednesday, 3/26 at 
2:45 p.m.

• Dealing With Disasters: What 
Worked and Didn’t in 
Greensburg, Wednesday, 3/26 
at 4 p.m.

Above: Typical of many scenes in communities
in Kansas during the ice storm, the trees and
power lines could not bear the weight of so much
ice. The above photo was taken in Seneca.
Right: Conditions for ice buildup contributed to
buildup of between 1.25 and 1.5 inches of ice
as evident on this tree branch. 
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