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PHORGOTTEN PHENOMENA

I Told 
You So

JOHN H. FITZGERALD III, FNACE, Technical Editor, MP

Cathodic protection expert John Fitzgerald uses an 

experience early in his career to illustrate the 

consequences of not heeding the advice of corrosion 

professionals when designing and implementing 

corrosion control systems—many times because of 

reluctance to bear the expense. Cutting corners to 

save money up front can lead to unexpected failures 

and expensive repair and replacement in the future.

T
o paraphrase a proverb, “To err 

is human; to refrain from saying 

‘I told you so’ is divine!” Probably 

you have had an experience in 

your work where a department or some-

one in your company didn’t follow your 

advice, and whatever you said would 

happen happened. As satisfying as it may 

be, such an experience highlights the 

consequences of ignoring corrosion. 

Here’s one from early in my consulting 

engineering career.

About 1950, our later-to-be client, a 

water utility, laid a new transmission 

main that included a river crossing. The 

main was prestressed concrete cylinder, 

except for the river crossing, which was 

coated steel. They installed a small im-

pressed current cathodic protection (CP) 

system on one bank of the river, turned 

it on, and promptly forgot about it

Some 15 years later, the river crossing 

was leaking so badly it had to be replaced. 

The utility retained us to evaluate the 

situation. We found the rectifi er inopera-

tive, no past maintenance or output data, 

and no CP on the pipe. When the pipe 

was removed, we found the coating was 

full of holidays, most of which contained 

corrosion penetrations. The cause was 

fairly evident—lack of properly main-

tained CP. The pipe had been laid in a 

trench in the river bottom, and samples 

from the trench walls and bottom showed 

that the soil was highly corrosive.

The utility’s engineering department 

wanted to replace the crossing with steel 

pipe and asked our advice. In our report, 

we explained the cause of the failure and 

recommended coating and CP for the 

replacement pipe. We even recom-

mended a coating material, and gave 

them a preliminary layout and cost esti-

mate for the CP.

Their engineers mulled this over for a 

while and then said that they didn’t want 

any CP. It didn’t work the fi rst time, why 

should it be expected to work now? Our 
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explanation of why the fi rst CP system 

failed (lack of maintenance, remember) 

fell on deaf ears. They were certain that a 

good coating job was all they needed. We 

advised them that coating alone wouldn’t 

work, and without CP, they could expect 

another failure in 15 to 20 years.

Sure enough, in the early 1980s, the 

line was again leaking badly and another 

replacement was needed. Squelching the 

desire to say, “I told you so,” but smugly 

smiling to ourselves, we took on the job 

of designing the new CP. It was installed 

and we energized it. Data showed the 

river crossing to be well protected. Our 

report gave them detailed maintenance 

instructions and stressed the importance 

of monthly rectifi er inspections and an 

annual survey to check the effectiveness 

of the CP. 

Our company had long made it a 

practice to remind our CP clients when 

their annual inspection was due and pro-

vide them with a proposal for the work. 

The utility did have us come back after 

the fi rst year, and we found things run-

ning well, but that only a couple of recti-

fi er inspections had been made. We again 

cautioned the client that unless monthly, 

or at least bimonthly inspections were 

made, one would not know how long the 

CP had been inoperative once a malfunc-

tion was discovered. 

For several years we continued making 

proposals for the annual CP survey, but 

each time they said no, they didn’t want 

to spend the money. After a few years, we 

decided to wait and see what happened. 

I don’t know what ever happened to 

the second replacement, but the incident 

shows what can occur when corrosion 

engineering advice is not followed. It was 

a costly experience for the utility. 

There was an advertisement that said, 

“It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature!” I 

say, “It’s not nice to ignore corrosion 

engineering advice!”
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