By Jason Solomon, Technical Assistant

One Utility’s Safety
and Quality
Control Efforts
Bring Big Benefits
to Communities
It Serves

I

have worked with many operators
who know where the water and
wastewater lines are located. Many
of these operators have operated the
same system for many years. However,
most of my work is with operators who
are new to the industry. Some of those
are still trying to decipher which line is
drinking water and which line is sewer.
Most are one-person operations
because the city just can’t afford that
extra single-digit hourly wage for an
assistant. Now add locating water and
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wastewater lines to their already long
list of duties, and it can be a recipe for
many line repairs. I once worked with a
newer operator, and we fixed three
water leaks all hit by the same fiber
optic installment crew in one day. It
never fails when a contractor hits a
rural waterline, the first thing they will
say is, “the line wasn’t marked
properly”. In the contractor’s defense, it
probably wasn’t marked correctly by
the new operator, only weeks into the
job, who just learned that witching
sticks are his only tool for locating
lines. The inability to locate pipelines is generally due to the
lack of accurate maps. Often the highly sought-after
guidance by the retired operator is the only other help
available.
Now, a few of you good Witcher’s out there have
witching sticks as your only tool to locate water and sewer
lines, so you don't see any issue with this practice. But that
isn’t the case in many towns in Kansas. I recall in February
2021 during a bitterly cold day, I followed a Witcher onehalf mile with his fancy sticks supposedly picking up a rural
waterline. After excavating in a third location with no
evidence of any type of pipeline, the backhoe operator
finally said, “THERE IS NO WATER LINE HERE!” The
Witcher immediately said, ”Damn phone line.” I figured we
would have hit that phone line in one of the three 30-foot
trenches that were dug perpendicular to the witching line.
Either way, locating buried underground lines with
inaccurate maps is challenging.

I recall in February
2021 during a bitterly
cold day, I followed a
Witcher onehalf mile
with his fancy sticks
supposedly picking up
a rural waterline.

Directional boring is a very beneficial technology. In this case,
the bore is directly through another existing utility pipe.
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This photo shows the inside of a wastewater collection line with a
bore and pipe running through the wastewater line.
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Witch off!
If you think you know the Witcher who can
out witch them all, come find me at the
annual conference and get them or
yourself entered into the Ultimate
Witcher Challenge at the 2022 KRWA
Conference & Exhibition in Wichtia,
March 29 – 31.

This photo shows an overview of a bore through a municipal
pipeline.

KRWA has searched for manholes buried under asphalt in
a town in southeast Kansas. I've walked through a cow
pasture looking for the city sewer line leading to the
lagoons. An operator there with one year of experience told
me that the city was getting their sewer lines televised and
mapped "for free"! He said the company would also jet the
lines before running the video camera through them to make
sure the lines were clear. This all sounded too good to be
true.

I was providing wastewater technical assistance around
the same time in a town 50 miles away. The wastewater
operator showed me images from inside the city’s sewer
lines. The images showed a pipe bored through the middle
of a sewer line. He also showed me a map of the entire
city’s sewer lines, including depths. I asked where the image
came from and he explained a contractor for Atmos Energy
provided it. The work was done without any cost to the city.
The operator was very complimentary about how generous
the contractor was with his time helping the city and its
residents. In another case, the contractor discovered a
plugged service line and used an extendable arm on its
camera machine to go up into a private service line and
remove the plug. I asked for the contractor’s contact
information and decided to give him a call. The contractor
was working in a town nearby. I requested to meet him.
I met with Ben Bonnell, Operations Superintendent North
Division of Pipe View America who explained the work he
had been doing in Kansas. Pipe View America is a
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“Water Dowsing” – Are You a Believer?
"Water dowsing" refers in general to the practice of using a forked stick, rod, pendulum, or similar
device to locate underground water, minerals, or other hidden or lost substances, and has been a subject
of discussion and controversy for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. – U.S. Geological Survey
While many believe that dowsing or water witching is nothing more than pseudoscience or a
myth, water witching dates back to the Tassili Caves of northern Africa, where an 8,000yearold
cave painting depicts a man holding a forked stick, apparently using it to search for water. In fact,
historical images that appear to represent witching appear all over the world — in the temples of
Egyptian pharaohs, in ancient Chinese etchings, and more.
There is one documented study on
witching that was conducted over a 10year
period by the German government in the
1990s. They paired researchers, geologists
and dowsers together and sent them to the
driest areas in the world (Sri Lanka, Kenya
and Yemen). In Sri Lanka they were able to
drill 691 wells, finding water 96 percent of
the time. The dowsers were not only there to
hold the rods, they were to tell their drillers at
what depth they would find the water and
how much of it. Scientists were shocked that
the dowser’s predictions concerning depth and
volume were accurate within 10 percent to 20
percent.
Regardless of your personal beliefs on water
witching, in today’s world, mapping is the key to
finding underground lines and with the help of
This image shows an ancient cave painting
Pipe View, communities in some areas of Kansas
depicting a man holding a forked stick.
are finally able to create accurate mapping.
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A worker for Pipe View America monitors the video recording of a sewer line in a
small city in southeast Kansas. Atmos Energy partners with Pipe View America. The
purpose is to avoid hitting the sewer lines when Atmos installs new gas lines.

contractor for Atmos Energy. Atmos is replacing its steel gas
lines with plastic. Prior to the gas line replacement, Pipe
View comes in and cleans the sewer lines and then runs a
video camera through the lines for a visual of the inside of
the line and obtain an accurate location of the sewer line.
This is to help prevent Atmos’ contractors from boring
through or damaging sewer lines during the gas line
replacement projects. The video of the interior of the sewer
lines also ensures the integrity of the
sewer line before the gas line
installation. After installing the new gas
lines, Pipe View videos the sewer lines
a second time.
After speaking with Ben, he
encouraged me to contact Aaron
Bishop, at the Public Affairs KS-CO
Division at Atmos. He explained that
safety is first and foremost for any
work they do and described the
relationship with Pipe View. "Our
system integrity projects in Kansas is

where we partner with Pipe View
America. Pipe View America provides
us, and in turn the cities we serve, with
some really outstanding underground
imaging and mapping data. We may use
those to ensure safety on our projects
but we are ecstatic that they serve a
secondary purpose and add a
tremendous benefit to Kansas cities!"
My hat is off to Atmos Energy and
Pipe View America for helping small
communities of Kansas. The
information gathered about the sewer
lines and videos have been made
available to the city through the Pipe
View and Atmos partnership. There is
no requirement for either company to
go above and beyond to assist the cities
where they are working.
Several communities in Kansas have
benefited from one energy company
through pre- and post-work due
diligence.

Jason Solomon works primarily as a wastewater
tech at KRWA. He previously was District
Environmental Administrator at the Kansas
Department of Health and Environment southeast
Kansas office in Chanute, Kansas.

Pipe View America is a
contractor for Atmos
Energy. Atmos is
replacing its steel gas
lines with plastic.
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